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Telling Singapore Ghost Stories: Delving into the Ghosts Within 
Chapter 1: The Introduction  
 
 
It would begin with a story, one that would take shape through the very act 
of its telling. A story that oscillates between ideas of the familiar and the strange, 
of reality and fiction, the self and the other; a story acknowledged and yet 
disowned by those who willingly or otherwise, find it nestled within the cracks of 
their everyday life world. A story that permeates the divide between realms of the 
‘real’ and ‘unreal’: to be transformed into the ‘tangible’ through associations with 
the bodily material and the sentient experienced. It is a story that carves its way 
out of distinct cultural scripts; performing new scripts that embody new stories 
yearned to be told. It is a story that they – the storytellers and audience – actualize 
as a form of reality through its very telling, and as a result, begin to carve out 
aspects of their own unrealized realities. It is the ghost story.  
 
As a narrative form, ghost stories are etched across a diverse range of narrative 
genre – from popular culture to myths, stories, and ‘old wives’ tales – represented 
through its proliferated existence across the different media that exist in this age 
of modern technology. These new media have allowed the ghost story to 
transcend its initial traditional narrative forms of the ‘oral’ and ‘written’, and 
permeate into modern media of the ‘screen’. Caught between states of attraction 
to and repulsion away from facets of its ‘traditional’ world, Singapore as a 
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modern city, embodies and often grapples with these aspects of its reality. This 
tension is subtly exhibited through the management of sites, history, material 
culture, as well as the ideas and values that linger – often as ‘taboo’ – in the 
realms of its everyday; as conducted and regulated by the State. This tension is 
however also narrated by the people, shaped through the telling and retelling of 
their stories about it; their ghost stories. These Singapore ghost stories sublimely 
mimic and reflect these prevailing tensions; the changing perspectives through 
which the Singapore reality is being experienced. I started this research with a 
heavy heart, influenced largely by my fear of ghost stories. But upon my 
continuous pursuit of this study, it has taken me beyond ‘fear’ for it offers insight 
into an alternative method of understanding and experiencing sites, history, 
material culture, as well as the values and narratives churned out within the 
everyday fabric of the Singapore society. This ethnography will thus aim to tell 
you, the readers, a story about ghost stories and how they are experienced. Do not 
be afraid.  
 
Singapore Ghost Stories: An Initiation 
 
One measure of how ‘local’ you are, is if you’re scared of the Pontianak. 
If you’re not Singaporean enough, you won’t know or be scared of it.1  
 
Initiation into the world of Singapore ghost stories exists through various points 
of enculturation. Some are introduced to the stories at an early age; huddled in 
corners as their parents or grandparents would recite stories about ‘iconic ghosts’ 
                                                 
1 Quoted from an informant. 
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that haunt their ethnic spheres. Some children access ghost stories through shared 
social settings like the school, where stories about cubicles haunted by spirits of 
dead girls and their illegitimate stillborn child, flushed down toilet bowls, are 
passed down from one level to the other.2 Some access ghost stories through 
books like True Singapore Ghost Stories (TSGS), one of the popular titles to 
capture the imagination of avid readers of ghost stories in contemporary 
Singapore.3 One is also encultured into ghost stories through contact with stories 
about spaces and places. Haunted houses in old neighborhoods and sites such as 
cemeteries and historical grounds of post-war Singapore churn up ghosts stories 
that become entrenched in the public’s memory and linger, even if the said space 
is being ‘revamped’ or torn down. And there are those who willingly take part in 
‘ghost walks’ as part of their initiation into the realm of the unknown. There thus 
exists a plethora of ways through which one is introduced into the world of 
Singapore ghost stories.  
 
Familiar with the stories myself, I was soon intrigued by the different ways that 
facilitated the enculturation of these ghost stories. Aside from the conventional 
methods of ‘storytelling’, is there another aspect to the telling of these stories? 
How are these stories experienced? Inherent in these questions surfaced a three-
fold dimension to the existence of ghost stories. Firstly, it is necessary to look into 
the different media that facilitate the various points of enculturation, and how it 
                                                 
2 I recall being told this story back when I was in Primary School (aged 6-12). Interestingly 
enough, I heard this same story being told in other schools, as well as in this current day when I 
talked to some of the primary school children in my interviews.  
3 Edited by Russell Lee.  
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engages the different faculties of the senses in the consumption of the stories. The 
latter would then reflect the ideas and stories about the ghostly other, as the 
stories exist as “second nature”4 to the people who consume them – a form of 
mirroring or mimicry of the consumer. The third-fold of this dimension is made in 
relation to ‘what is thus signified?’ This latter aspect attempts to reconcile the 
dichotomies between self and other, past and present, the ‘ethnic’ and the 
Singaporean, as exhibited through the telling of these ghost stories. The workings 
of this three-fold dimension is however in need of a conceptual approach, one to 
posit it within a grounded platform of existence – making tangible all otherwise 
claimed ‘imaginary’ or ‘bodiless’ entities.  
 
Embodying the Supernatural: A Methodology 
 
Embodiment is a concept that is tightly woven with studies of the ‘body’. It is 
utilized as a method of reading meanings that have been inscribed into the ‘body’, 
which has been conceptualized as having ‘multiple bodies’: inscribed with aspects 
of the cultural, social, political, symbolical, poetic, and many more.5 These 
aspects reflect the ideologies that prevail within a people and how these ‘bodies’ 
embody them.  
 
The study of the supernatural has long involved the concept of embodiment: 
looking into the different spheres of supernatural existence within different 
                                                 
4  See Taussig (1993)   
5 See Bakhtin (1984); Turner (1984, 1992); Butler (1993); Csordas (1994); Stoller (1995); Burkitt 
(1999) 
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worldviews and what it depicts. This embodiment mediates the structural and 
functional aspects of the everyday lives as practiced through magic, spirits, and 
ideas on death and religion- embodied within the minds of the people (Levy-
Bruhl: 1923; Frazer: 1955). The embodiment of the supernatural within the 
different bodies symbolizes its importance as social systems and social 
phenomenon that govern and structure the everyday practices, beliefs, and lives of 
a people (Malinowski: 1916; Endicott: 1970; Mauss: 1972; Evans-Pritchard: 
1976). Such is also depicted in the study of spirit possessions (Lewis: 1971; 
Crapanzano & Garrison: 1977; Kapferer: 1983; Rasmussen: 1995; Stoller: 1995), 
which focuses on the physical body as site of embodiment. In these studies, the 
body becomes the “locus of the spirit-possession phenomenon” (Stoller, 1995: 
21), a spatial dimension that embodies the otherwise bodiless spirit along with the 
narratives and symbols of the people. Through the ritualistic display of a spirit 
possession, one is able to visually access the believers’ (embedded) 
interrelationship with their spirit world. It is a performance of the elusive 
supernatural world, acted out through the corporeal human bodies that the 
audience can see and thus (visually) experience. Spirit possession thus exists as a 
form of “masquerade politics”,6 enabling the otherwise unsaid, to be narrated 
through this powerful and sacred ritual performance. A most important case study 
of spirit possession would be Jean Rouch’s Les Maitres Fous (1955), an 
ethnographic documentary on the religious trance ritual of the Hauka. This ritual 
involved the spirit possession of the believers, by spirits associated with colonial 
                                                 
6 “By the term ‘masquerade politics’, I refer to politics articulated in terms of non-political cultural 
forms such as religion, kinship, and the arts.” See Cohen. (1993).  
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characters that ruled their everyday lives – symbolically and ritualistically 
mocking and highlighting the drastic subversion of powers between the 
‘primitives’ and their “mad masters”. It exhibits the “Primitivist Parody” 
(Taussig, 1993), where the spirit world is used to subjugate colonial authority, 
subverting the colonial discourse, as “embodying colonial memories” (Stoller: 
1995) that exist within –  reflecting upon the role of ‘mimicry’7 as facilitated 
through ‘embodiment’. 
 
Contemporary studies have since departed from the study of the supernatural as 
embodied within worldviews and have instead addressed the actual physical 
bodily forms of the ghost as recognized by the people in the society. Such is seen 
in Moskowitz’s The Haunting Fetus (2001), where the ghost fetus, or the ying 
ling, is described in its fetus-like state – deformed and incomplete – returning as a 
haunting reminder of its parents’ misdeed of having gone through abortion, and 
symbolically embodying the role of socially policing the taboo-ed act of abortion 
in the context of religious beliefs in Taiwan. In Weller’s (1985) study of ghosts in 
Taiwan, he looks into the use of the marginalized bodies of bandits, beggars, and 
prostitutes as bodily metaphors for ghosts, mirroring the political economy of the 
society. The supernatural is thus embodied within a physical form – one that 
possesses its own unique features that we recognize and associate with. This is 
also illustrated through the use of sites such as buildings and landscapes that 
embody different stories or existence of the supernatural and how the dynamic 
changes of these sites mirror changes in the perceived world of the supernatural 
                                                 
7 See Bhabha (1984) and Taussig (1993) 
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(Taussig: 1997; Hamonic: 1999). Site thus becomes another bodily manifestation 
of the supernatural realm, allowing us insight into their existence.  
 
The embodiment of the supernatural also filtered into the realm of stories through 
various use of poems, myths (oral and written), and song. Snodgrass’ (2002) 
study of the Bhats of Rajasthan – who act as narrators, performers, and historians 
– engage in the use of these narratives as a medium to bring alive the memories, 
history, and ghosts of the old world in Rajasthan; collapsing realms of dual worlds 
– the supernatural and the living, the past and the present. Faucher (2003) also 
describes this collapse between the past and the present in a study contextualizing 
Singapore and its ghost stories about the Japanese occupation in World War II, as 
a site for collective memory, even for the younger generation who did not live 
through it. It becomes a medium for public recollection about the stories 
embedded within sites where history has been erased or forgotten. Kwon (2008) 
also uses the ‘story’ as a medium of ghostly embodiment to reflect the varying 
discourses about the war; the tragedies and the memories as experienced and 
remembered by the masses. Kwon regards these ghost stories as “constitutive of 
the order of social life” and that their recognition becomes “instructive to the 
understanding of wider moral and political issues” (2008:3), collapsing the lineal 
flows of time and space in relation to conceptualizations of history and memory. 
Looking back on all these different studies on the supernatural, I decided to also 
posit ‘stories’ as a embodiment of ghosts in order to draw out the physical bodies 
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and sites that these ghosts are embodied within – sketched through the 
descriptions found within the stories – and what they reflect about our society.  
 
Ghost stories are found everywhere: from bookshops to libraries, schools, 
workplaces, the Internet, radio stations, and the movies. These stories can also be 
found through personal accounts collected from a diverse range people – across 
ethnic groups, gender, and professions. They range from taxi drivers to the old 
folks often found sitting at the void decks. I managed to interview a total of 80 
people, with 6 of whom I delved into in-depth interviews. These are those who 
claim to see ghosts: some claiming to have the ‘third eye’; others believing that 
they were chosen to see the ghost because they were fated to do so.8 My 
interviews with them allowed me deep insight into the visual bodily constructions 
of the ghosts. At the same time, other informants helped uncover the dynamics of 
the story or narrative, as a site and medium for these ghostly embodiments. Focus 
group discussions (FGDs) were also conducted. A total of 5 FGDs were 
conducted, 4 of which were classified specifically for each ethnic group and a 
fifth as a mix. Through my interviews with informants, I was made aware of the 
different ways ghost stories are experienced, illuminated through the facilitation 
of the different bodily senses.  
 
                                                 
8 This often revolves around stories of more personal ghosts, such as a dead relative, whose 
reappearance as a ghost in the story functioned to tell his/her living relatives about secrets or 
something important. The idea of ‘fate’ and the seeing of ghosts is also often tied in with religious 
beliefs.  
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The ghost stories cited and discussed in this ethnography are largely taken from 
and based on the stories gathered through books, movies, and informants. There 
exist different interpretations of each story of a particular ghost, for example, the 
Pontianak is told by some to have no breasts while others describe her has having 
breasts on her back; some books also describe her as being a beautifully endowed 
woman, with firm breasts that capture the attention of men. These different 
interpretations should not be seen as inconsistencies but as contributing to our 
more diverse understanding of these ghosts and how they are experienced.9 The 
ghost stories thus become the core embodiment of these otherwise bodiless ghosts 
that we experience as “ghostly experiences”10 through the different faculties of 
informants. 
 
The Ghostly Experience and the Sentient Being 
 
Looking through the pool of stories collected from interviews and narratives, I 
was able to uncover other multiple layers of experiences that shape different 
adaptations of the ghostly experience. Ghostly experiences as experienced by 
different people vary across stories. In some stories, this ghostly experience 
involves encounters: direct face-to-face or body-to-body contact between the 
person and the ghost. The encounter, as a type of ghostly experience is deemed 
                                                 
9 It is important to note that the stories (about certain ghosts) cited and told in this thesis are a 
result of my summarizing of the different ghost stories as told and gathered through the different 
media. 
10 The phrase “ghostly experiences” is quoted from one informant, who defines it as “a different 
kind of feeling… not necessarily just about fear, but this sudden alive sense of awareness about 
something that is happening or is going to happen.” I felt a certain sense of affinity to this term 
and have decided to use it to in this ethnography. 
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more valuable (by audiences) than a story with an absent ghostly body. These 
stories rely on the physical presence of the ghosts and are thus justified as ‘real’ 
because seeing is believing – illuminating the role of the visual as a medium to 
discovering the meaning embodied within. There are however certain ghost 
stories that – albeit told without the presence of the ghostly body – still qualify as 
ghostly experiences for informants claim that it still feels real to them. These 
experiences usually involve the role of non-visual senses such as hearing, smell, 
and touch – sentient experiences embodied through the senses (Stoller: 1997). 
These sentient experiences or “sensorial encounters” (Low, 2007: 5) are often 
embodied within material objects that one engages with through faculties of the 
senses: such as the smell of flowers or the sound of marbles rolling. It is also 
manifested through the feeling of chills or the appearance of goosebumps on one’s 
body. Descriptions such as these illustrate the prevalence of the senses as a 
medium of embodying and translating the meaning behind the ghostly 
experiences. It also reveals the otherwise unseen sentient dimension and “bodies” 
of everyday experiences in Singapore. As stated by Turner & Bruner (1986): 
 
The anthropology of experience turns our attention to experience and its 
expressions as indigenous meaning. The advantage of beginning the 
study of culture through expressions is that the basic units of analysis are 
established by the people we study, rather than by the anthropologist as 
alien observer. By focusing on narratives or dramas or carnival or any 
other expressions, we leave the definition of the unit of investigation up 
to the people, rather than imposing categories derived from our own 
ever-shifting theoretical frames.11 
  
                                                 
11 Turner & Bruner define “expressions” as “the peoples’ articulations, formulations, and 
representations of their own experience.” (1986: 9) 
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The study of the story, together with the different sensory faculties – involving the 
visual and sentient as medium – the ‘multiple bodies’ of sites, objects, and the 
ghostly bodies as facilitated through the concept of embodiment, allows us insight 
into ghostly experiences and what is thus expressed through them. These 
expressions or symbolic meanings can then be charted as fragments of memory 
and history, and also reflect transitions and changes that shape stories of the social 
in Singapore as told through these ghost stories. By studying these ghost stories, I 
was able to retrieve evidence of the many other stories that inhabit the Singapore 
society.  
 
I was also alerted to my position as a researcher as it influences the formulation of 
ideas that mediate the conception of this study. Having been fully initiated into 
the world of Singapore ghost stories – even prior to this research – I positioned 
myself as an insider, a native anthropologist. I shall thus include my own 
narrative accounts as part of the ethnographic data, for through my interviews and 
exchanges with my informants, I too became one of them. Our roles as storyteller 
and audience were shared and often reversed. During interviews and 
conversations with several informants, we also discussed a perhaps basic yet 
integral aspect of this study, and that was, why we would find ourselves using the 
word ‘ghosts’ and not a more local term like hantu for example. Why did we 
favor Western terminology to encapsulate the ghostly experiences of an ethnically 
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“Why ‘Ghosts’ ah, not Hantu, Gui, or dunno what?”12 
 
I met a friend’s acquaintance from Jogjakarta who was here to promote his book 
earlier last year. We had a chat about what we were doing and my research on 
ghost stories surfaced. Coming from a Javanese background, he informed me that 
they have a diverse range of ‘ghosts’ but that there was a generic ‘local’ term for 
it; memedi- which means ‘spook’ or ‘scary’.13 What is the collective terminology 
for ‘ghost’ in the context of Singapore? he asked. Without a moment of hesitation, 
I answered, ‘ghosts’. A momentary pause ensued.  
I was disturbed by my excessive use of the term ‘ghost’ in most if not all of my 
interviews.14 Do you have any ghost stories? I would often ask my informants. It 
led to a rupture in the conceptualization process as I realized I was being overly 
generic in my use of terminology. How was I to account for all the different 
names and terms used to describe the specific ‘beings’ in the stories as described 
and used by the storytellers themselves? It was problematic especially because the 
term ‘ghost’ was so “Western” and risked erasing the cultural specificity that I 
had aimed to illuminate in this ethnographic study. I asked my informants, the 
storytellers themselves: What is the collective term for ‘ghost’ in Singapore?  
                                                 
12 Quoted from an informant about why we call it ‘ghost’ and not any of the other terms offered by 
the different languages.  
13 The memedi is discussed in Muhaimin. A. G. (2006). The Islamic Traditions of Cirebon: Ibadat 
and Adat among Javanese Muslims.  Canberra: ANU E Press.  
14 It was noted that the term hantu was relatively more popular in casual conversation as it seemed 
to evoke a more Singaporean feel to it, as claimed by some of my informants. Furthermore, it 
seemed to stir more fear than the term ‘ghost’ itself, which was perhaps deemed more secular, a 
‘Popular Culture’ terminology. Nonetheless, I realized that ‘ghost’ was a more encapsulating term 
for it managed to include stories throughout the different genres and media – books, online, 
verbally recognized – and that it reflected a more collective understanding of what this other was. 
It is this latter reason that led me to believe that ‘ghost’ succinctly is the right terminology for the 
telling of this ethnography, this story.  
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I actually use hantu more often than ghost because most of the stories all 
Malay hantu.  
 
I think if you come from a religious background, you would have other 
names for them, all in different languages then. But if you look as one, 
maybe it’s better to use ‘ghost’. Or actually, ‘Singaporean ghost’ because 
our ghosts are different from other ghosts, like in America.  
 
Where got! Ghost la! Cannot be anything else, because all different 




As discussed by many different informants, although the usage of the term ‘ghost’ 
is more encompassing of the stories told pertaining to the different ghostly 
experiences in Singapore at large, within their specific ethnic circles and 
communities, their specific terminologies bear more meaning and weight. It stirs a 
deeper response within them and creates a certain sense of solidarity between 
them. More of this will be discussed in the ensuing chapter.  
 
My rationale for the usage of the term ‘ghost’ however resides within the very 
composition of the Singapore society. Coming from a multi-cultural background 
with different stories about a diverse range of others that haunt, it became 
necessary to utilize the term ‘ghost’ in order to facilitate the telling of all the 
stories, the Singapore ghost stories.15 Brewed from a mass commercialization of 
popular books on ‘ghost stories’, Popular Culture has also attributed the 
terminology of ‘ghost’ to the consumption and experience of ghosts by the 
                                                 
15 Furthermore, as the First Language here in Singapore is English, it is not surprisingly that a 
‘Western’ term would be used. Some informants have also suggested that terms such as 
‘supernatural’ and ‘paranormal’, albeit used to describe the same ‘beings’, come across as more 
‘scientific’, rendering it as being influenced in perspective; as opposed to existing as just stories 
for everyday consumption.  
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Singapore community.16 This usage of the term ‘ghost’ revolves around the idea 
that the importance of the story overrides the differences in terminology. Hence, 
the recognition of the Pontianak as a Malay hantu for example, becomes 
secondary to the fact that it is now an iconic ‘ghost’ of Singapore, one that even 
non-Malays fear. One could also claim that this ethnic-glossing usage of the term 
‘ghost’ slyly mimics the government’s attempt at inducing the spirit of ‘racial-
harmony’ into every aspect of the Singapore society, even ‘ghost stories’, as 
mentioned by Faucher (2003): 
 
The use of the broad category of ‘ghosts’ to refer to any of the 
supernatural creatures haunting Singapore reminds us that the uncanny 
here undeniably mirrors the state ideal of cross-ethnic loyalty. (2003: 4) 
  
However, despite the possible unfairness of using the term ‘ghost’, it became 
necessary, as there were other stories to tell, stories that existed outside the 
demarcated boundaries of ethnicity; stories carved out within shared social and 
historical moulds that affect the Singapore society at large. Hence, the creation of 
the Singapore ‘ghost’ stories fostered a shared narrative consumed and constantly 
reproduced by all, amidst differences in ethnicity and locality, shaping a more 
collective experience of these stories of the ghosts, one that needed to be shared 
and told.  
 
 
                                                 
16 Interestingly, these stories are also consumed by non-Singaporeans and often the stories include 
stories from Malaysia as well. My initial aim was to provide a section to address this (assumed) 
shared experience of ghost stories between Singapore and Malaysia. However, as I was unable to 
collect field data from Malaysia (due to limited access to the field), I would not be able to 
objectively qualify claims about ‘how’ these ghost stories are experienced. Hence, it is being left 
out, intended perhaps, for a future comparative study.  
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The Story behind the Ghosts  
 
So, what is the story behind the ghosts? The ‘story’ lies within the shifts in the 
ghost stories, from the ‘then’ to the ‘now’, as will be marked out in the ensuing 
portions of this ethnography. I will begin with an inspection of the various 
narrative media: an evolution of the different methods through which ghosts 
stories have been told and how each carves a specific kind of ghostly experience 
for the audience. This will then allude to a discussion of how these stories can be 
read as substantial data or archives of what make up history and memory in 
Singapore (Connerton: 1989; Nora: 1996; Misztal: 2003). Following a deeper trail 
into the narrative will unveil the dimension of the manifested ‘physical’, 
illustrated through the visual (González-Crussí: 2006; MacDougall: 2006) and the 
sentient (Howes; 1991, 2003; Serementakis: 1994; Stoller: 1997)- evoked through 
‘sight’, ‘smell’, ‘sound’, and ‘feel’. Facilitated through the different narrative 
media of the ‘oral’, ‘book’, and the ‘screen’, the workings of these methods of 
experiencing ghosts illuminate the deep-seated ideas and discourses that prevail 
about conceptualizations of the ‘unseen’, the ‘grotesque body’ (Bakhtin: 1984), 
and ‘places’ and ‘spaces’ (Feld & Basso: 1996) in relation to how possible untold 
stories are narrated within society. Mediated through a dimension of the 
‘transgressed’ (Stallybrass & White: 1986) and faculty of the ‘mimetic’ (Bhabha: 
1984, Taussig: 1993), chapters 3 and 4 will delve into a segment on the senses. 
Finally, chapter 5 will conclude with a short attempt at offering a resolution to the 
unprecedented coincidence that the paths of two different beliefs, stemming from 
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two different people, with two different worldviews could intertwine within one 






















Chapter 2: Medium and Method 
 
I was pregnant with your sister that time, about five months. And at that 
point in time,17 whatever the older women said, it was all deemed 
superstitions, you see. So that night I slept and didn’t close the windows 
or stuff my ears with cotton wool. I just slept. Didn’t listen to what your 
nani18 said. And then in the middle of the night, I was sleeping when I 
suddenly heard this loud shriek in my ear, a woman’s shriek. It was so 
close to my ear. So eerie! I was so scared! I instantly got up, my 
heartbeat racing. Went to close the windows and stuffed my ears with 
cotton wool. Since that night, I never slept without doing those things.19 
 
My mother became my first ever informant because as a child, she would 
tell my sisters and me ghost stories as her way of disciplining us, placing her as 
one of my most significant storytellers. And so, she was the first person I went to 
for a story. Upon asking her if she had any other stories to share, I was surprised 
to hear such a personal one. Whilst reciting her story, she extended her arm out to 
show me the goosebumps that had erupted all across her skin, evidence of the fear 
remembered and triggered through the faculties of her memory and body. I 
became intrigued by her recollection process as it transformed a story – one 
embedded in and recited through memory – into an outward experience that was 
physically manifested and mediated by the body. The story became mnemonic of 
her experience from twenty-four years ago, revisited through a re-telling that 
enabled a re-experiencing, in as far as it is permitted by her memory of it. This 
dynamic relationship between ‘memory’ and the body triggered through the re-
                                                 
17 She was referring to the time of the 1980s, when everyone was already living in high-rise flats, 
away from the ‘kampung days’ where ghost were more ‘alive’.  
18 The term nani refers to maternal grandmother in Bengali. 
19 The Pontianak is deeply jealous of pregnant women for she is unable to conceive. Because of 
this, she takes every chance to strike fear into the hearts of pregnant women and it is believed that 
if a pregnant woman sleeps without stuffing her ears with cotton wool, she is susceptible to being 
disturbed by the Pontianak.  
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telling of the story renders her experience of her ghost story as multi-dimensional, 
for at once, she experiences it physically and emotionally. 
 
Inherent within her recollection and re-telling processes are the interweaving 
dynamics of the ‘story’ (as narrative text), the bodily senses, and the memory, 
each engaging in a role as medium and method in the transmission and 
transformation of her ghost story experience. These above dimensions do not exist 
and operate as a rigid and linear equation – to be applied squarely onto every 
ghost story re-telling and re-experience – instead, they exist as volatile 
dimensions, entities, though characterized by their specific traits or nature, which 
are able to mimic and embody the other in combinations relative to the way each 
individual – further backed by his/her own biography and background – 
experiences the stories. In short, there is no one particular way. Nevertheless, this 
ethnography is not interested in merely collecting ghost story experiences; 
instead, it is focused on dissecting the method of the mechanism: how each of the 
above entities works within themselves and in relation to each other, thereby 
hopefully answering the question of how ghost stories are experienced. There is a 
greater need to address the other consequences or reasons for the existence and 
telling of a ghost story, for through her retelling of the story, my mother has 
shown that neither she nor her body has forgotten the story and experience of the 
ghost. And through my act of penning this ethnography, a retelling of her story, 
neither will we.   
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The Story as Medium  
Having shared my mother’s story, I was fully aware that it is not exclusively hers. 
It was a story I have heard through the mouths of many other women, and have 
read on the pages of several storybooks, through accounts by other women. Her 
story is one that exists as part of a canon of superstitious tales that were especially 
prevalent several generations ago: the generation of my mother and grandmother. 
It was and perhaps is a story still known to some women, passed down by women 
themselves – a sisterhood of superstitions.  
 
Though usually told in personal circles, ghost stories are highly social in nature. 
The imagery, symbols, and narrative structures are mimicked across different 
stories and become recognizable, especially as they are constantly being sustained 
in a process of telling and retelling. When looking at these ghost stories, one is 
bombarded by a diverse range of narrative forms, each within a medium that 
carves and orientates a unique experience for its audience, each emitting a certain 
tune. The genre of Singapore ghost stories is not excluded from this rich diversity, 
rendering it necessary to firstly identity the different narrative forms that tell these 
ghost stories, and then to study how they operate in order to proceed into other 
dimensions.  
 
Like myths, ghost stories began through the oral tradition. They infiltrated into the 
written medium and found their way into the world of the cinema and screen. 
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These different narrative media provide not only a diverse range of experiences of 
ghost stories, but also incorporate and trigger the utilization of the various bodily 
senses. Ranging from the use of the mouth to the eye and feelings, ghost stories 
have transcended the flat, one-dimensional form of word descriptions since the 
coming of more technologically advanced media that allow for a corporeal, 
bodily-visual presence. We can now see these mangled ghostly bodies, the 
human-like deformities or disabilities that jolt the senses. Hence, for many, the 
screen provides for the perfect medium for the consumption and experience of 
ghost stories for it directly engages on all the different senses through a physical 
transplantation of sights and sounds, projected onto a screen in darkness, evoking 
a holistic feel that viewers aim for when they seek to feel afraid. The more 
‘traditional’ media of the oral and the written word – though each successful in 
deriving a ghostly experience – are often deemed as having less impact on the 
audience for they feel deprived of the visual element that they have become 
pampered with in this highly visualistic world that has also pampered the senses 
through the use of digitally-developed aesthetics. Some however, find the absence 
of the visual more invigorating as it allows more room for the imagination, a more 
analog aesthetics approach presented via the form of drawings and descriptions. 
Thus, for them, the old world medium of the oral tradition best suits the telling of 
ghost stories, believed to be entities of the old world. Either way, it is agreed that 
the various narrative forms all provide a type of experience for the consumption 
of these ghost stories. However, in an attempt to study the story as medium – 
especially in relation to how ghost stories are experienced – it is not enough to 
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merely focus on the medium through the study of narrative forms, but also to 
inspect the different points of ideological origins and influences embedded behind 
the consumption of the latter. It is thus necessary to focus also on the different 
backgrounds and biographies that influence the ways through which the audiences 
read these ghost stories. 
 
Singapore ghost stories exist as different narrative (terminological) genres: from 
myths to superstitions, beliefs to Popular culture. Some are found rooted within 
religious and ethnic (cultural) beliefs – rendering them more sacred than mere 
stories – whilst some are consumed purely for (secular) entertainment value. Each 
of the above-mentioned categories triggers a distinct form of experience, and 
contributes an important insight into the cultural component of the story 
dimension. This double-edged perspective to the role of the story thus aims to 
offer a deeper insight into studying how ghost stories are experienced both in 
relation to the different narrative media, and as mediated within and by 
Singapore’s diverse belief’ systems.  
 
i) The Oral Tradition 
 
The weaving of words, recited through poetry carved in one’s voice: this is the 
medium of the bard, storytelling in its truest form. Truth be told, I have already 
romanticized the oral tradition, for I found it to be one of the most intricate 
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narrative forms. As it is ‘traditional’, the method through which a story is orally 
delivered renders it to some extent, authentic and precious. It becomes authentic 
for no two storytellers tell the same story the same way: words, enunciation, and 
the flow of the story. Each storyteller carves and moulds elements of the story in 
his or her own way, making each story different. Additionally, the role of the 
human being – the bard, the individual, the storyteller, the audience – as the 
medium for these stories, renders the oral tradition as highly personal, for unlike 
the ‘book’ or the ‘screen’, people become the living medium that transmits their 
own stories. And is that not a magical process?20 
 
Like myths, ghost stories told via the oral tradition possess a heightened sense of 
the sacred and magical. This is partly due to the mystical nature of ghosts as a 
subject, but can also be attributed to the method of the oral tradition. Technically, 
it is a process that involves two or more people, grouped and localized within a 
site or location –  that need or need not be site-specific to the story. It involves the 
telling of stories for a variety of purposes, from that of socialization to 
entertainment. It evokes, even if momentarily, a certain sense of group solidarity 
and trust, as stories are not merely told and retold, they are shared.  
 
In the earlier days of no ghost storybooks, mouth was the medium.21 Parents and 
grandparents had to inform children of the spirits and ghosts that resided within 
specific trees, fruits, certain dark or ‘dirty’ spaces and how to thus avoid these 
                                                 
20 An excerpt of a conversation I had with a friend about ‘stories’.  
21 Quoted from a 43 year-old informant who was talking about how he was introduced to ghost 
stories. 
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spaces and objects in order to prevent mishaps or curses. Knowing these stories, 
beliefs, or facts became a necessary aspect of childhood socialization, of everyday 
life. It was also a way to enable each specific community to ensure that their 
stories, which contain values and aspects of religious beliefs, are passed down to 
their younger generation. These ghost stories are thus often intertwined with 
cultural history, genealogy, and memory as they revolve around ancestral ghosts, 
ethnic ghosts, and religious ghosts that are part of the worldview of those who 
share and practice the same ancestry, spaces, ethnicity, or religious beliefs. 
Because of the proximity in the relationship between family or community 
members – who become the storytellers – and the embedded nature of the cultural 
or the religious within these units, the stories become more personal, more sacred, 
and to some, more real. And so does their experience of it. 
 
Apart from the narrative form of the oral tradition as an instrument of transmitting 
tradition, it is also a narrative form that can be found amidst other settings. 
Transcending the family (cultural) sphere, ghost stories are orally shared through 
social settings such as schools and offices. Embedded within these ‘empty 
spaces’,22 ghost stories are shared between strangers, who incidentally, form a 
certain type of kinship. This kinship is brewed out of the immediate and personal 
interaction between them. Some are initiated into the given space through these 
stories, some through hearsay. Stories found in the workplace involve ‘weird’ 
sounds and sights that are often felt when one overstays the prescribed hours of 
                                                 
22 This concept of the ‘empty’ space possesses several cultural connotations, each alluding to the 
possible presence of a ghostly other, as will be discussed in Chapter 3 in the ‘space’ portion of this 
ethnography. 
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daytime. The computer operates by itself, when there is nobody around. Stories 
found in schools involve sounds of crying babies heard in toilet cubicles, 
reminding the children, especially the girls, about the girl who got pregnant and 
flushed her baby down the toilet, for fear of shame.23 Colleagues, students, 
friends, teachers, they all become storytellers in the dissemination of the ‘local’ 
stories surrounding these shared social settings. 
 
Moreover, the role of the oral tradition, albeit a ‘traditional’ medium of 
storytelling, still thrives as a purposeful tool. It is used for the purposes of 
education, initiation, and perhaps, conviction. Conviction of how ‘real’ and 
important it is to heed the stories so as not to become victimized. Empowering the 
role of the individual and the ‘mouth’ as storyteller renders this method of oral 
storytelling highly contained but, perhaps, more illustrious to those who are a part 
of it. This narrative medium, however, does not account for the infamous status of 
‘Singapore ghost stories’ as a genre. What has perhaps elevated the presence of 
the Singapore ghost stories is their evolution through a more volatile medium, a 
shared medium that allows the audience access to the stories regardless of their 
absence or disassociation from space or storyteller. This larger medium is the 




                                                 
23 Incidentally, this story seems to exist in almost every school. There are also stories of girls 
committing suicide by hanging themselves from the fan. These girls were pregnant and the fear 
and shame of confronting their parents about it, led to suicide as the only alternative.   
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ii) The Written Word 
 
The True Singapore Ghost Stories is the collective psychic experience of 
the peoples of Singapore and Malaysia. In a very real sense, these books 
are yours, written by you and they are all about your experiences, not 
mine, my role is merely to facilitate the storytelling.24 
 
The True Singapore Ghost Stories (TSGS), by Russell Lee and his team of 
ghostwriters, was first released in 1989. They have since published their 17th 
volume, each harnessing an ever-increasing number of readers and contributors. 
TSGS operates as a database for word-of-mouth ghost stories as it invites 
submissions from individuals who have had personal experiences or ghostly 
encounters they have heard from close relatives or friends. Lee then chooses, 
compiles, and ‘tells’ these stories in each volume of TSGS, acting as the 
mouthpiece or storyteller. He also features a special story in each volume, 
contributing his own experiences or opinions on certain stories, or occurrences 
related to particular stories. He includes short commentaries in the form of lessons 
to be learnt, warnings, or mild humor at the end of some stories, symbolically 
playing the ‘grandparent/parent’ – who would usually engage in this role of 
instilling lessons into these stories. Lee thus becomes the collective narrator. In a 
metaphorical way, TSGS perpetuates the oral tradition, but through a different 
form, the written form that ironically, subtracts the oral aspect itself.  
 
However, this narrative shift from the oral tradition to the written word triggers a 
few other alterations, especially in relation to that of the culturally personal and 
                                                 
24 See Lee (2006)  
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the socially collective. Embedded within the book, these ghost stories are now 
shared beyond the boundaries of their cultural specificities as they become a 
commodity made easily accessible to any paying consumer. Personal experiences 
and stories are now shared and consumed by a larger audience, one which is 
rendered anonymous due to the very nature and narrative form of the book. Lee as 
the collective storyteller does not really know who his audience is and neither do 
the other storytellers who have contributed their stories to TSGS. The medium of 
the written word has thrown a blanket of anonymity across the otherwise personal 
shared relationships (created by the oral tradition), one marked not by faces, 
names, nor human presence, but only black ink.25 It also becomes the 
transformative agent that at once, unfurls the privacy of the personal onto the 
social sphere, for every reader now has access to stories that would otherwise be 
told only to a select few. The otherwise uncharacterized realm of the social has 
now become a narrative space for the existence and sharing of what has been 
termed ‘Singapore ghost stories’.26 There then exists a certain shared experience 
of ghost stories, as readers would be consuming the same type of stories, instilling 
an atmosphere of homogeneity into the experience of ethnic ghosts, as ethnic 
others are introduced and become socialized into the corpus of ghost beliefs 
across communities. It is thus not surprising to find stories of Chinese folks 
consulting Malay Bomohs when exorcizing ‘Chinese spirits’. Nor is it deemed 
questionable to find a non-Chinese abiding by the rules of the Hungry Ghost 
                                                 
25 Interestingly, even Lee himself is kept anonymous as he hides his face behind a black mask 
whenever he is ‘seen’ in public. 
26 These types of ghost stories range from that of the ethnic, to the social and historical ghost 
stories: war ghost stories, office ghost stories, site-related ghost stories, the list goes on. The 
details of some of these stories will be dealt with in detail in the ensuing Chapters.  
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month, when technically, it is unnecessary for them to do so. They carefully walk 
around joss sticks for fear of getting haunted or worst, cursed. And interestingly, 
readers also soon begin not only to share and experience the same stories, but 
begin to recognize themselves as sharing and experiencing the same stories. This 
is significant as the process of recognizing this shared experience further 
empowers not only the terminologies – ghosts, Singapore ghost stories – but also 
the stories themselves and people’s experiences of them.   
  
The written word has thus enabled a shift in the realms of the narrative and the 
experiential. Through the repetition of certain stories, as told through different 
experiences and settings, certain ghost stories become reified, iconized, as do 
their stories and experiences. This reification process is also made possible by the 
widespread sharing of stories through the book as medium. Furthermore, this 
category of what is ‘Singapore ghost stories’ – as coined by Lee – builds up with 
each new story and becomes consumed and recognized by locals and even 
foreigners.27 In a subtle manner, differences between ethnic and religious 
experiences are slowly being eased into a more collective Singapore experience of 
ghost stories, facilitated through the written word. In her study, “As the Wind 
Blows and Dew Came Down: Ghost Stories and Collective Memory in 
Singapore”, Faucher states that the broad terminological use of ‘ghosts’ in 
relation to ‘Singapore ghost stories’ “reminds us that the uncanny here undeniably 
mirrors the state ideal of cross-ethnic national loyalty” (2003: 4). Regardless of 
                                                 
27 It is also a phrase that is recognized in search engines on the World Wide Web, generating, 
through search engines or YouTube, certain ghost stories that we as Singaporeans, recognize- the 
Pontianak, Incredible Tales, etc.  
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“language, race, or religion,28 we begin to experience the same ghosts. This 
homogenizing process is then further encapsulated within the medium of the 
‘screen’.  
 
iii) Ghost Stories on ‘Screen’ 
 
The horrific image is not abruptly or suddenly exposed; instead, it is first 
suggested, hinted at, or approached gradually. All the senses are 
stimulated to a paroxysm, before visual perception delivers the final 
shock of revelation. The monstrous or loathsome figure seems to 
increase in ghastliness when it is first imagined, then heard, then perhaps 
faintly touched, and then seen under multiple covers that are slowly 
peeled off, one by one. The roughly outlined shape increases its hair-
raising charge until all our senses are oppressed beyond endurance 
simply by its presence.29 
 
 
The screen proved to be the most preferred narrative medium for most of my 
informants, especially those of the younger generation. This is largely attributed 
to the intensity of the experiential triggered through the screen. The mass 
commercialization of horror movies sells not only images of this other but also 
utilizes a diverse range of aesthetics that trigger the full use of all the senses. One 
does not merely see ghosts on the screen, but can also hear and feel them – held in 
suspense, like foreplay – before the ghosts are finally revealed. It is probably this 
generation of a multi-faceted experience that renders the screen perhaps the most 
accessible and preferred medium for ghost stories today. Splashed across the 
many different types of screens – television, cinema, the www, etc. – it has 
become a most widely disseminated and consumed media. What is however the 
                                                 
28 An excerpt from Singapore’s National Pledge. 
29 Gonzales-Crussi was making a reference to the visual in relation to the ‘screen’ - “terror films 
and visual spectacles” (2006:176). 
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most important aspect of the screen is the transformation of the intangible, into 
the visually corporeal. The enabling of a ghostly body, one that transpires from 
descriptions and sketches, is now displayed, gazed at, and performs for the 
audience. In being able to now see our ghosts, our experience of them changes.  
 
a) The Cinema and the Art of Ghosts  
  
Within the realm of cinema, it is the art of aesthetics that weaves an audience’s 
experience of a ghost story. A heightened stimulation of the senses, evoked 
through the mechanics of sound (as a preceding medium), escalates the 
experience when the ghost is finally revealed for the eye to see. Seeing thus 
becomes the culmination of the experience of ghost stories, intensified through 
the visual presence of a ghostly body, and diminishing the importance of the role 
of the storyteller. In being able to physically see the form and shape of the ghostly 
body, its face, and its story, the ghosts have now become the subject, storytellers 
and agents of their own life stories.  
 
What then are the different life stories of ghosts told through the screen in 
Singapore? Interestingly enough, most informants consume a further other-ed 
being when they consume ghost stories through the screen. The rate of (local) 
Singapore ghost stories told through the cinema or television is drastically meager 
in comparison to international titles that depict ghosts from across cultures, 
resulting in a rather interesting observation. With a large percentage of non-local 
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ghost stories, the experience of these stories is mediated primarily by aesthetics 
and feel, in contrast to the significance of identifying the cultural symbolisms 
inherent within. In one form, people begin to consume these stories as part of 
Popular Culture, in which cultural symbolisms become secondary to the 
audience’s consumption. Instead, aesthetics and engineering of sounds, visual 
effects, and suspense become primary directorial and experiential tools in telling 
these stories. A different kind of spell is thus concocted and fed to the audience, 
one regulated by the craft of setting, sound, and plot, all of which can exist 
outside of the cultural in making a ghost story convincing. Therein perhaps lies 
the dissolution of ghost stories as strictly sacred cultural fragments – the 
introduction of the ‘screen’. Or does it?  
 
As the ghost stories consumed via the screen are largely non-local, audiences 
begin to learn and recognize the cultural symbols of this ghostly other. Ghost 
stories told through the cinema or Popular Culture transgress the boundaries of 
culture for the stories are extracted from a more universal cultural setting. In 
Popular Culture, everyone is able to consume the ghosts of both the self and the 
other. It de-ethnicizes the experience of these ghost stories as it is made available 
to a larger audience of others – even the Western world consumes ghosts from the 
Asian world. The cultural ownership of culturally specific ghost stories becomes 
diluted and dislocated from their cultural sites, and is projected onto a medium 
that is shared by a large audience, one that might or might not share a recognition 
or knowledge of the history and symbolism etched in the stories but which is 
 31
made, through the storytelling method of the narrative medium of the ‘screen’, to 
undergo an ‘education’ about how the ghost haunts, how it came to be. As a 
result, the culturally specific experiences of these ghost stories are not erased but 
rather, transformed into a more universal symbolic experience, one that is made 
available for consumption by all. Take for example the much-revered Sadako.30 
Lim refers to her as the “Hello Kitty of ghosts –  Japanese in origin, global in 
marketing outreach, universal in charm.”31 Appearing in acclaimed movies like 
The Ring, Sadako has become an international ghost icon, her image mimicked 
and imagined in cultures beyond the boundaries of Japan. She has also haunted 
several ghost stories within Singapore itself; excerpts of her presence have even 
become embedded within the narratives that make up ‘Singapore ghost stories’. 
Ironically, as some would say, Sadako closely resembles the Pontianak, also a 
white-gowned female driven by bitterness and vengeance. There is, however, a 
stark difference in how these two women are perceived and received: 
They are different. And I think people look at them differently. The 
Chinese people would say that they see Sadako while the Malays will say 
they see Pontianak. Why? Because the Chinese and the Japanese are 
closer. Their cultures and ghosts. The Malays are different. We are more 
like Indonesia. Our ghosts. Plus, the Pontianak is a very old ghost. 
Sadako is quite a ‘modern’ ghost. She comes out of the TV. 
 
I think it depends on where you see them. If I see a white figured woman 
amidst trees, I would know it’s the Pontianak. That’s her place. And the 
graveyards also. But Sadako, would be the TV. And she crawls, right? 
They’re very different. But usually, if it’s white figured woman, the first 
thing I think is, Pontianak. Definitely. 
 
To some extent, both accounts reflect certain forms of cultural affinities – how 
they are being linked, unlinked, and hence, identified. The first informant who 
                                                 
30 The story of Sadako can be found here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sadako_Yamamura   
31 See Lim (2005)  
 32
discussed how Chinese people would see Sadako while Malays see Pontianak 
brings up an interesting point, although it is not necessarily reflective of the larger 
group. While it is true that some of my Chinese informants would choose to 
recognize a white gowned woman as Sadako as opposed to the Pontianak, this is 
based on several factors, one of which being generational.32 The younger 
generation would perhaps be more tuned in to Sadako for she is so prevalent in 
movies and Popular Culture these days, as opposed to the Pontianak who is 
relegated to the realm of storybooks and oral tales.  
 
What is however a more pertinent issue is not the similarities or differences 
between the two ghosts, but how audiences are able to accept and articulate traits 
of the other’s culture into that of their own, leading perhaps to a sense of 
homogeneity in ghostly experiences. Lee too, in one of his TSGS volumes, 
discusses the truth about aliens – perhaps an entity some would argue does not fit 
the terminological category of ghosts – depicting them as others, which he 
incidentally includes as part of the Singaporean experience of ghosts. This 
openness to accept the ghosts or otherly beings from other cultures is, I believe, 
made possible due to the influx of such movies into the imagination of the 
audience, mediated through the presence and influence of the screen- a ‘melting 
pot’ narrative medium. It offers the audience alternative symbols, both cultural 
and social, and engages them to consider these alternative beings as part of their 
own horrors. I mentioned this observation to one of my informants whose 
                                                 
32 Other factors (as stated by informants) include where she is sighted. Sadako would be found 
specific to television sets and radios, new forms of technology while the Pontianak is designated 
to trees and open spaces.  
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response was: “it’s the same la. The government always likes foreign talent right. 
So, we got foreign talent ghosts also, la.” 
 
Additionally, the shift into the world of television and cinema has introduced, and 
perhaps solidified, the presence of the ghostly body, one that formerly existed 
only in the imagination or to those who themselves had encountered a ghost. 
Through the images of these ghostly bodies, the eye plays a more vital role in 
carving the way the imagination consumes the contours of this otherly body, and 
how it is then replicated in other stories, told and retold. With the consumption of 
ghost stories through these narrative media, the eye begins to take precedence, not 
only in its physical use, but also in influencing the way we see and relate to the 
ghosts, and they to us. This is further exemplified through the screen that is the 
www, where unlike the media of the cinema and television, ghost stories are 
captured as footage to prove the existence of ghosts, yielding a discourse about 
the authentic.  
 
b) The World Wide Web 
 
One of the most controversial ghost stories that erupted through the www is the 
story of the Raffles Place ghost.33 In this short one-minute clip posted through 
several users on YouTube.com, we see four different angles from four different 
CCTV footage clocked at 0027 hours at one of the office buildings at Raffles 
Place. The exact building is unknown. It features two men in office-wear walking 
                                                 
33 Last viewed here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=poSYwC0jx5E  
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towards the lift, entering it to head back to their office, late one night. As they are 
leaving the lift, a hunched-back, old Chinese woman ghost is suddenly revealed 
emerging from the shadows of one of the men. She is shadow-less and takes a 
slow walk towards the lift exit, right before the video ends. This video was 
circulated through email and soon, it became one ghost story that caught the 
attention of Singapore, and was even plastered on several local Chinese 
newspapers. Soon a blog34 was started by some ‘ghostbusters’ to uncover the truth 
behind the ghost story.  
 
Ghost stories are found abundant on the www. There are thousands of sites 
dedicated to specific ghosts: proving or disproving their existence, offering in-
depth information about their traits, life histories, how they became ghosts, and 
even featuring footage of the ghosts caught on tape. Due the vast volume of 
stories found on the www, I decided to focus mainly on YouTube.com, as it was a 
site most mentioned by my informants as their source for ghost stories. Operating 
as a domain that hosts videos from all over, Youtube has over 402,00 videos on 
ghosts alone, of which 407 are of Singapore ghosts. I found it interesting that the 
term: Singapore Ghost could generate such a number, merely reflecting how 
entrenched a phrase it has become.  
 
The above-mentioned video sparked off a heated debate about the authenticity of 
the ghost. Was the old woman ghost real? Responses were largely divided into 
those who agreed that it was indeed real and attempted to explain it, those who 
                                                 
34 The Raffles Place Ghost Blog: http://www.rafflesplaceghost.net/blog/  
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maintained that it was a fake, and those who merely stated how they found it 
scary, regardless.  
 
There was a big fire in Raffles Place in the 1970’s. Nine died. Eight of 
them in the lift! It’s confirmed. I’ve just googled it. I have no doubts if 
the grandma was from that accident.  
I don't think it’s fake cos there were no shadow or reflection of the old 
woman. Notice when the two guys walk out their shadows were 
produced bt not da women! SCARY! 
If you know how to use Adobe Premier or After Effect, you will know 
lot of effects are possible. Just add a simple video layer can make a 
"Ghost" or whatsoever appear anywhere on screen. 
 
Fake or not it looked scary. 
 
A month after the hype of the named ‘Raffles Place ghost’, another video was 
released claiming to have ‘solved’ its mystery.35 Alas, it was a mere gimmick, 
used by a Human Resource consultancy to promote awareness about the 
unhealthiness of working late. Work-Life balance is something we hold close to 
our heart.36 And so, the video was created as a joke/warning as to why one should 
not stay late at work.37 Needless to say, some were disappointed. There were 
others who were, however, impressed. Regardless, the Raffles Place ghost story 
depicts the significance of the www as a narrative medium, as a screen that 
empowers. It empowers people with a certain form of ownership of the stories 
present: what they capture, the photos and footages that they upload, and then to 
discuss what they have experienced together. Furthermore, as Youtube allows for 
comments on each video, the stories are thus subjected to an array of reactions 
                                                 
35 YouTube link: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QcjB_taiThk  
36 The site that http://www.myescapeplan.com.sg/whyushouldntworklate/  
37 It is also interesting to note how in this instance, ghost stories are being used as a way of 
informally disciplining workers from staying late at work.  
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and criticisms from all over. This aids in the strengthening of these stories, as the 
more comments received on them, the longer they remain on the www. In other 
words, the more they remain alive. And interestingly, it is we who – with the use 
of new-found technology – keep these ghost stories alive.  
 
c) Ghosts in the Machines 
 
The cinema is the art of ghosts, a battle of phantoms. That’s what I think 
the cinema is about, when it’s not boring. It’s the art of allowing ghosts 
to come back… and I believe that modern developments in technology 
and telecommunication, instead of diminishing the realm of ghosts as 
does any scientific or technical thought is leaving behind the age of 
ghosts, as part of the feudal age with its somewhat primitive technology 
as a certain perinatal age. Whereas I believe that ghosts are part of the 
future and that the modern technology of images like cinematography 
and telecommunication enhances the power of ghosts and their ability to 
haunt us.38 
 
In the above interview with Derrida, he claims that the world of what Appadurai 
would term “techno-scapes”,39 has created a realm of ghostly existence, 
empowering ghosts with an “ability to haunt” in this modern day; despite aims to 
relegate them to the ‘old’ world of myths, old wives’ tales, the non-scientific, and 
the ‘traditional’ modes. The booming technological advancements in this ‘new’ 
world, has created a portal for ghosts to exist freely, further entrenching the genre 
of ghost stories as a cultural good that engages upon the use of techno-scapes as a 
narrative medium. With the advent of technology, new forms of screens are 
                                                 
38 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0nmu3uwqzbI 
39 See Appadurai, Arjun. "Global Ethnoscapes: Notes and Queries for a Transnational 
Anthropology" in Recapturing Anthropology. Satnta Fe: School of American Research P, 1991. 
191-210 
“Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy” Theory, Culture and Society 7 
(1990) 295-310.  
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discovered as potential media through which ghost stories can be told and 
consumed. 
 
Sadako is perhaps a perfect example of the ghost in the machine. She haunts via 
the television, crawling out of it before devouring her victims. The television as 
the machine becomes her medium. Cameras are also used to capture real photos 
and footage of ghosts, and then uploaded onto the www to be judged – as real or 
fake. New gadgets are constantly invented to capture or detect the presence of 
ghosts via thermal scanners, EMF detectors, and so on. Through the use of these 
machines, we seek out this ghostly other, and through such an act, allowing it to 
further thrive. 
 
Perhaps then, it is not surprising that a Malay radio station40 broadcasts a daily 
weekday segment featuring ghost stories at midnight. Callers call in with their 
stories and play the role of storyteller to those who tune in. Fuelled by the 
elements of both the ‘mouth’ and ‘eye’ as medium, they deliver a most 
sensational experience, speaking in hushed tones and in long pauses, aware of the 
right moment to create suspense and surprise; the elements of sound come into 
play. The midnight timeslot is also perfect in contributing to the experience of 
fear for its plays along with the elements of the night, as the time when ghosts 
come out to play. Furthermore, having been educated in the visualization of what 
these ghosts are supposed to look like, the audience is able to conjure these 
images for themselves as they are posited within the oral narration. The 
                                                 
40 RIA 89.7FM, a local Malay radio station: http://www.ria.sg 
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experience is thus exponentially escalated by the fusion of all these elements. 
Through all these media which bring forth the world of ghosts to us, we have 
learnt to consume and breed them within our new world, via our modern 
instruments, allowing for this entrenched system, or world, of ghosts to exist. 
Interestingly enough as well, the telling of stories through the radio catapults us 
back into the more ‘traditional’ method of storytelling, the oral tradition.  
 
d) Alternative Screens 
 
Prior to speaking to one of my more elderly informants, I was focused mainly on 
the above-mentioned narrative media, confident that I had encapsulated all. Don’t 
forget the Chinese operas during the Ghost month. They are also like a show. He 
had brought to my attention the importance of the ‘stage’, the theatre. During the 
Hungry Ghost month, stages are set up in small fields around Singapore, where 
Chinese operas are performed during the night. Their audiences comprise of both 
people and ghosts, the latter occupying seats reserved nearest to the stage. No 
human is allowed to sit on these seats for it would be deemed an intrusion. This 
setting of the stage, the performance, and the reserving of seats for the ghosts, in 
itself becomes a ‘screen’ for it not only perpetuates a cultural ritual, but also 
becomes, to the onlooker, a subject of gaze. One may gaze at the empty seats that 
symbolize and count for the bodily presence of ghosts – even if unseen to the eye 
– and acknowledges the ghostly presence. Another informant also observed that 
the Wayang Kulit is a ‘screen’, both in the literal and metaphorical sense of the 
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word.41 These more ‘traditional screens’ also play their part in telling and 
embodying ghost stories that entails the element of the visual, the seeing.  
 
Existing in both literal and metaphorical forms, ghost stories told through the 
‘screen’ champions the age-old adage: seeing is believing. This is, however, not 
representative of the ghostly experience, for despite the ability to see these ghosts 
through the different media, believing is still doubtful, and one pivotal question 
remains: is it real or fake?  
 
Of ‘Belief’ and ‘Craftsmanship’ 
 
Informant: So, are there really ghosts?  
Me: I don’t know, actually.  
Informant: What is the point of studying it then?  
Me: Well, we study the things we don’t know about, right? Things we 
can’t touch, so that we can understand it. Like History.  
Informant: Are you actually comparing ghosts to History? These are two 
very distinct objects. Ghosts are intangible, unreal. History is about facts.  
Me: Well, isn’t History intangible as well? The mere fact that it has 
passed, it has happened, makes it intangible. You can’t touch History. 
It’s lost in the past, with passed Time. And who says History is ‘real’? 
Even History can be disproved, and it has been on several occasions. It 




                                                 
41 Wayang Kulit literally translates to ‘skin/parchment Theatre’ in Malay. It basically is the art of 
shadow puppetry, most prevalent in Java/Bali, Indonesia. It is not as prevalent here in Singapore, 
but it has been mentioned by some of my informants as a ‘screen’ for ghost stories for the stories 
told via the Wayang Kulit often revolve around stories about (cultural) spirits and ghosts, hence, 
affiliated to possessing a highly ‘ghostly’ nature. More about the Wayang Kulit here: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wayang_kulit#Wayang_kulit. See also Sears (1989). 
 40
I never intended to include the dimension of believing in this ethnography, for I 
found it unnecessary with regard to the existence of the stories themselves. The 
stories make for the experiences, the symbols, and the acceptance of these ghosts 
as part of our realm of being. My informants on the other hand, were very 
persistent in bringing up this question of believing. Do you believe in ghosts? 
How come you don’t believe in it? I don’t believe in ghosts, you know. Do you 
still want to interview me? They assessed their credibility as informants via this 
notion of believing, and to some extent, this partly accounts for the reason why 
that becomes the only discourse we have with regards to ghosts: do you believe in 
ghosts? Do they really exist? Are they real, or fake? 
 
As it was such an important dimension for my informants, I decided to explore it 
as part of the ethnography. Upon doing so, I soon realized that despite wanting to 
only focus on the aspect of the narrative form, the stories, as the medium to fuel 
the experience of these ghost stories, the act of believing became a contributing 
variable for it shapes the way one’s ghostly experience is carved, transformed, 
and consumed. The value of the stories becomes symbolic when one recognizes 
where the informants are coming from, their backgrounds, shaped mostly by their 
ethnic beliefs as well as their interactions with people within their same social 
backgrounds.  
 
It is at this juncture that the background of my informants becomes a central 
factor. As earlier stated in Chapter 1, I managed to interview 80 informants in all, 
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with 6 of whom I conducted in-depth interviews. The remaining 74 I engaged 
with on a conversational basis, asking them to recite their personal experiences, if 
any, or to tell me ghost stories they know personally of have heard, read, or 
watched. I maintained an equal gender division, talking to 40 women and 40 men: 
although I found that gender was not as important a factor in shaping ghostly 
experience as the age and ethnic categories.42 The tables below show the age 
group and ethnic groups of the informants:  
 
Age Group  Number of Informants 
6 - 19 20 
20 - 60  42 
60 and above 18 
Table 1: Age groups of Informants 
 




Others  15 
Table 2: Ethnic group breakdown of Informants 
 
With reference to Table 1, it is evident that the age group of 20-60 makes up the 
majority of my informants. This is largely due to my easier access to this age 
                                                 
42 This will be further discussed in Chapter 3.  
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group as opposed to the other two, which involved me asking my then 8-year-old 
brother to help gather his friends for ghost storytelling sessions, and me asking 
my friends if I could interview their parents or grandparents. I also approached 
several of the older folks who often ‘hang around’ the void decks or Senior 
Citizens’ Corners, as they are officially known, asking them to share their stories 
and thoughts about ghosts stories with me. Of these three different age segments, 
the children and teens often display a deeper interest in seeking out ghost stories. 
 
Of course there are ghosts! If not, why got ghost stories?43  
 
I think ghost stories are correct because I always feel scared when I go to 
some places which are scary. Like, my friends will tell me, eh, that place 
got ghost. Then when I go there, I feel scared.44 
 
I don’t believe in ghost stories, I think they’re for kids. But they fascinate 
me and sometimes, you just wonder if it’s real or not.45  
 
The girls’ toilet right, that one, is haunted. The toilet flushes by itself 
even when there is nobody inside. My friends and I never go in there 
alone because later, you can disappear.46 
 
There are no such things as ghosts. Only Science.47 
 
Reactions from the middle-aged segment however, greatly vary.  
 
I never used to believe in ghost stories until I started driving (my taxi). 
Then you see and hear many different things and you start to believe. 
You believe not because it’s your beliefs, but because it’s better to 
believe than be sorry. Correct?48 
 
                                                 
43 Quoted from an 8-year old boy. He also showed me the two books that he was currently 
reading: one was a volume of TSGS and the other, by a famous ghost storyteller R.L. Stine.  
44 Quoted from a 6-year old boy. 
45 Quoted from a 16-year old girl.  
46 Quoted from a 7-year old girl.  
47 Quoted from an 18-year old boy.  
48 Quoted from a 53-year old taxi driver, male.  
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Yes, I can see ghosts. I’ve seen many since I was young. Used to it 
already.49 
 
I always hear about office ghost stories and sometimes, it freaks me out, 
even though I don’t know if I believe in ghost or not. Working place 
sucks. Maybe that’s why there are ghosts.50 
 
Aiyah, got no ghosts, only got government.51 
 
Speaking to the older folks about ghosts however proved to be for some of them, 
a rather sensitive or taboo topic.52 Most of their stories are etched in the period of 
early Singapore, relating to ghost stories from their homeland back in China or 
during the kampong days. 
 
One story that is in my family, is of my great-grandmother, her spirit. 
She didn’t want us to leave home (China) and so she haunted us for quite 
a long time, until the priest told my grandfather he had to go back home, 
and pray to her. So he went back home, left my grandmother for a 
month, until it stopped.53  
 
Your parents must have told you the stories about those kampong days, 
right. Places to go and places to not go. Those days, because I think got 
many trees, many ghosts lah. Hantu. Normal thing.54  
 
Stories gathered from the different ethnic groups are different from those 
collected above. As illustrated in Table 2, I also categorized my informants 
according to their ethnicities.55 Using ethnicity as a variable allowed me a 
different insight into how ghost stories are consumed and perceived according to 
                                                 
49 Quoted from a 30 plus-year old woman who claims to have the ‘sight’.  
50 Quoted from a 32 year old man.  
51 Quoted from a 40 plus-year old woman. 
52 It is interesting to note that when I approached older folks to ask them about ‘ghosts’, there 
merely laugh it off at first. However, when they later go into their hantus or gui, conversations 
often shift into a solemn or hushed atmosphere.  
53 Quoted from an elderly woman. Translated from Cantonese.  
54 Quoted from a 62-year-old man. Translated from Malay.  
55 I adopted the CMIO (Chinese, Malay, Indian, and Others) categories as used by the government. 
I do realize that within itself, each ethnic group can be further classified into smaller groups – for 
example the ‘Malay’ category can encompass Malay-Muslims, Malay-Christians or the ‘Indian’ as 
Punjabis, Tamils, etc. – however, it is too large a study to be incorporated into this one study.  
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the different cultural beliefs. Placed into ethnic-specific FGDs that somehow 
influence the types of stories told by my informants allowed me to gather the 
ghost stories specific to each ethnic group. Most ghost stories by my Chinese 
informants would revolve around ancestral haunting and Hungry Ghosts. My 
Malay informants would tell stories about iconic Malay ghosts such as the 
Pontianak and the Kum Kum. My India informants, about Indian gods and spirits, 
and my Others informants, about their experience of all the above ethnic ghosts. 
Interestingly enough, when I conducted my FGD session with my mixed group 
(consisting of the CMIO), I noticed that although the stories told were mostly 
ethnic-specific ghost stories, their storytellers were not. A Malay informant would 
be telling a Chinese related ghost story, or an Indian informant would relate his 
experience with a Malay ghost. The Caucasian Others were also reciting their 
ghost experiences with ‘Singapore ghosts’, some also pointing out the problem 
about the non-existence of Other-ed ghosts within Singapore war ghost stories:  
 
Informant 1: Actually, if you think about it, there should be as many 
British soldier ghosts as there are the Japanese because during the war, 
many of them were made POWs. I’ve not heard of any stories of British 
soldier ghosts though, only the Japanese soldiers. Does anybody know of 
any?56   
 
Informant 2: Well, I guess if you look at how the war is remembered, the 
Japanese played a more significant role in it, albeit a bad one, than the 
British. We know that a lot of the POWs were housed at the now Old 
Changi Hospital and I’m sure there were many British soldiers who died 
there as well. Perhaps they are there.57 
 
Informant 3: Actually, the reason why there are no White male ghosts 
with regards to the World War is because only Asian people die and 
become ghosts. White people don’t have ghosts, right?58  
                                                 
56 Quoted from a Caucasian informant, male. 
57 Quoted from a Chinese informant, male. 
58 Quoted from a Chinese informant, male.  
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Looking into the different kinds of stories gathered from different groups of 
informants above – those categorized by age and ethnicity – it is evident that 
being part of group, and backed with certain beliefs, allows one to validate the 
truths or un-truths about the different ghost stories. This is especially significant 
in relation to the ethnic categories where informants are backed by their cultural 
or religious beliefs in their experience of ghosts and this in turn, shapes how they 
experience it.  
 
There are also those who come from a non-religious or scientific background. 
This is evident in the way the Singapore Paranormal Investigators (SPI)59 
operates. In their aim to research the paranormal, they engage in the use of 
scientific theories and equipment, exploring haunted sites to explain the mystery 
behind the stories, bringing to the community a better understanding of 
paranormal activity. In some instances, they debunk certain myths and stories, 
rationalizing them in relation to a ‘reasonable cause’ for their occurrence. They 
are not out to merely reveal lies in these ghost stories, but at time out to validate 
the truth through the use of science. When asked if they believed in ghosts, some 
of them attest to presence of ghosts and the need to show evidence through the 
scientific method, while others use the latter as a way of disproving the existence 
of ghosts.  
 
The segments discussed above are necessary in this chapter of the story as 
medium, as it looks into the aspect of belief and how it shapes and influences the 
                                                 
59 Singapore Paranormal Investigators’ main website: http://www.spi.com.sg/ 
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ghost stories as told and consumed. For some informants, their position within 
their specific social grouping – schools, workplace – largely shapes their ghostly 
experience, while for others, it is their ethnicity. Another aspect of looking at how 
ghost stories are experienced is through the story and how the ghost story, as a 
narrative form, is crafted. 
 
Let us consider then craftsmanship. Like any other art form, the narrative form 
elicits experience from those who consume it. For some, their experience of these 
ghost stories does not require an element of belief, for how they experience the 
stories rather depends on how the story is told. It is thus the making of the story 
that becomes important; it becomes a skill that the storyteller would have to 
master in order to allow his audience to derive something out of the stories, as can 
be seen in the quotes by different informants:   
 
I don’t believe in ghosts, but sometimes, when you watch a scary movie, 
and you feel that feeling, then you’d know it’s a good scary movie. 
Because it makes you feel scared, even if you don’t believe it. 
 
For us, it’s the secular experience. Those with religion experience it 
differently, because for them, they believe it’s actually real. For us, the 
non-religionites, it’s about the special effects and the way the narrator 
tells the story- climax, anti-climax. All the necessary techniques, they 
have to know how to use it. 
 
I’m not stupid. I don’t believe in ghosts. But if I do see a bloody toyol or 
a spirit of some dead guy coming my way, touch wood, I’m not going to 
stand around and debate about whether I believe in ghosts or not. I’ll just 
run, man. You know what happens to those who just stand around! 
They’re the ones who kena.60 
 
                                                 
60 Kena is Singlish for ‘you’ll get it’.  
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Beyond the role of ethnicity or age in determining how one experiences ghost 
stories, the role of the stories themselves plays a part. This I first realized when 
looking into peoples’ comments on how real or fake certain video footage on 
Youtube were and how despite the awareness that they are fake, they would still 
remark on whether it was scary, or not. Their experience of the story was thus not 
dependent upon having to believe it through a belief system, but more upon the 
story itself. This notion is reinforced by the presence and necessity of aesthetics 
and the cinema as ‘art’ as part of telling ghost stories (through the different 
narrative media). There are rules in telling ghost stories and both storytellers and 
audience recognize these rules, which are continuously used and hence, reified, 
with every ghost story told. Furthermore, one’s experience of a ghost story, be it 
sacred or secular, can also be mediated the senses, a far more interesting 
ethnographic study as it gives us insight into the dimensions beyond that of macro 
structures like Religion and Science, allowing instead for an introspective look 
into a more micro discourse of how we experience ghost stories. Additionally, the 
processes of crafting ghost stories and the telling and re-telling of them, mimics 
the form of water in a reservoir - collected and stored for use. What are we then 






Of History and Remembering 
 
Informant: Why doesn’t the government demolish the Old Changi 
Hospital?61 Why is the old Potong Pasir graveyard62 still left untouched, 
when you know how badly those old goats need land to build more 
infrastructures on! It’s because these places are haunted, that’s why. And 
even though they call themselves ‘modern’, they’re a bunch of 
superstitious people and are scared that if they build something on these 
lands, immediately, people will not buy them, because of the taboo. 
That’s why these places are left alone. For now only though. Give it a 
few years, after the taboo has worn off, they’ll erect their buildings, for 
sure. 
Me: And how does taboo wear off?  
Informant: With time. With time, people forget certain things, or, things 
that used to be taboo, isn’t taboo anymore.  
Me: Nice.  
Informant: Yes. (pause) Unless of course, the taboo reminds us of its 
own existence.  
Me: Ah, of course.  
  
Ghost stories can exist as fragments of history and memory. They function as 
stories that fill up the gap of what is deemed ‘official’ history, presented through 
what is remembered, and how it is remembered. Like history, ghost stories are 
transmitted from generation to generation, person to person. Unlike history 
however, certain ‘facts’ that reside within ghost stories are constantly changed 
from generation to generation, person to person as they are used to reflect the 
particularities of specific moments or ideas in time – making them relevant 
always. Like history, ghost stories are also archived in different media that allow 
for their preservation across time. Ghost stories are, however, better preserved and 
                                                 
61 The Old Changi Hospital is believed to be the most haunted site in Singapore. Aside from 
containing death within its walls, it also endured the Japanese occupation during World War 2, 
where many brutal murders took place. More information can be here: 
http://www.spi.com.sg/haunted/ghoulish_trial/main07.htm 
62 The now empty piece of land at Potong Pasir used to exist as a graveyard, until it was exhumed 
a few years ago. Today, it is an empty plot of greenery, with unmarked paths used by joggers and 
the often wanderers. It is rumored to be used to house condominiums in years to come, very much 
in compliant with the ‘theory’ spelled out by the informant above.  
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disseminated than history for its archives, its stories are made accessible to all and 
hence, easily integrated into what people remember about certain sites, ideas, or 
experiences. And at times, ghost stories become interwoven with history, as both 
often share similar sites, timeframes, and events.  
 
Of Ghost Stories and History, of Ghost Stories as History 
 
The polarity between the sensational and the mundane is also the 
dichotomy between the sensational and the sensory in which the latter is 
left unmarked, unvoiced and unattended to, as a banal element of the 
everyday.63 
 
Ghost stories involve stories that vary across aspects of the sensational to the 
mundane – both worthy of remembering as a part of what makes up history in 
Singapore. Also featured in history, the sensational as depicted through wars, for 
example, is also embodied within ghost stories; it does however tell a different 
story (Faucher: 2003). This alternative reality provided by ghost stories thus 
allows for a different interpretation of what is deemed official history. This is also 
reflected in how certain sites are remembered across time. Certain historical 
buildings or sites, though already given a history, can be remembered differently 
                                                 
63 Here, Seremetakis isolates the difference between the ‘sensational’ and the ‘sensory’ as it is 
viewed and placed in relation to how history is historicized. The “sensational” is “eruptive”- 
depicted through events such as elections, performances, accidents, and disasters- whilst the 
‘sensory’ is relegated to the “naturalized” structure of the everyday- experience “as a seamless 
continuum, an ongoing flow of ahistorical time” (Seremetakis, 1994:19). The privatized realm of 
the everyday is thus being subjected to “social amnesia and anesthesia” as it is not embedded 
within social memory. The absence or forgetting of ideas and thoughts that circulate within the 
realm of the everyday becomes a form of “historical otherness” (Ibid, 20) that thus requires 
ethnographic attention.  
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through ghost stories, for the presence of ghosts within such sites often recount 
memories that are often forgotten or undocumented in history.64 
 
Juxtaposed against the sensational is the sensory, a concept that involves the 
working of the senses as a medium of an experience. Posited within the study of 
ghost stories, the senses help illuminate the various other ways through which we 
remember – as opposed to visual documentations of what happened where and 
when. The sentient thus allows insight into an often undermined aspect of history 
–  the everyday. These involve everyday objects and activities that, although 
deemed mundane in light of history, is actually pertinent to the cultural 
understanding of a people. It allows us to build a sensory profile (Howes: 1991) 
of what make up aspects of our everyday. Consequently, the focus on the sensory 
or sentient also elevates the importance of the individual as a contributor to what 
makes up history. Their “private memories” become essential memories that can 
either help contribute to the grand narratives of history, or offer narratives that 
divert from the main script of national history.65 Through the contributions of 
many different “private memories”, we would be able to thus build up a more 
communal memory, one built from the ground-up as opposed to the top-down 




                                                 
64 These will be discussed in ensuing chapters.  
65 See Faucher (2003). 
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The Building of a Communal Memory  
 
In these cases, whether the activity of historical reconstruction is 
systematically repressed or whether it flourishes expansively, it leads to 
the production of normal, written histories. There is, however, a 
phenomenon more procedurally informal and more culturally diffused 
than the activity of producing histories understood in this sense. The 
production of more or less informally told narrative histories turns out to 
be a basic activity for characterization of human actions. It is a feature of 
all communal memory.66 
 
The very terminology of ‘Singapore ghost stories’ hint at a sense of communal 
memory invested in the way these ghost stories are told, re-told, and transmitted 
from generation to generation, person to person, and how it reflects the social and 
cultural stories of Singapore. Through the embodiment of these stories within 
ghosts – entities of the ‘old world’ – the ghost stories can be seen as a 
‘traditionalizing equipment’ that collapses time through its telling of old, past 
stories. At the same time, ghost stories are used to tell newer, contemporary 
stories that reflect the changing views and beliefs of the people.  
 
Amidst the ghost stories, the history and the memories, it is the visual sense above 
all that is likely to heighten an actual ghostly experience, for at once, it catapults 
the existence of these elusive beings into the realm of the bodily real. What then 




                                                 
66 See Connerton (1989:16 - 17) 
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Chapter 3: Visualizing Ghost Stories 
 
Held in early July 2006 in the Sultan Shah Alam Museum in Selangor, 
Malaysia, the controversial exhibition entitled, “Mysteries, Genies, Ghosts, 
Coffins”,67 shook the spiritual and cultural realities of many, in and out of 
Malaysia. It was an exhibition that featured a display of Malay folk ghosts such as 
the djinn, the toyol, the pochong,68 a mermaid, and collections of relics used by 
bomohs69 in their ritual offerings and sacrifices. It upset some Muslim leaders as 
they deemed the display ‘un-Islamic’. It also took the scientific world by surprise, 
and soon, a research team from Ripley’s Believe It or Not was sent down to 
conduct scientific tests on the authenticity of these beings.70 The exhibition also 
created an impact on the cultural reality of the Malaysians, particularly the Malay 
community, for they were suddenly visually confronted by the ghostly beings that 
have haunted their everyday. This visual consumption of their living ghosts would 
prove and solidify the stories that they have heard, read, and told throughout the 
years. In fact, it was an exhibition that brought people from across the region and 
even to tourists from the Western world, for the prospect of being able to see the 
usually unseen was one that many did not want to pass up on.  
 
                                                 
67 “Ghostly Affair at the Shah Alam Museum”, July 10, 2006: 
http://www.bernama.com.my/bernama/v3/news_lite.php?id=207254  
68 The djinn is a genie-like entity that exists alongside the world of man. It is stated in Islam that 
when God created the world, he created man and djinns. The pochong is another Malay ghost 
wrapped up in a white cloth - the one used to wrap bodies of the dead before they are placed in the 
graves.  
69 A bomoh is a Malay spirit medium who keeps and communicates with ghosts. 
70 “Malaysia Museum seeks Ghost busters” http://www.unexplained-
mysteries.com/viewnews.php?id=76109 
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I first heard about this Ghost exhibition from my Ustadz71 one Sunday during 
religion class. Someone brought it up and sought advice as to whether it was 
permissible in Islam to see such an exhibit. From the viewpoint of a religious 
teacher, he informed us that these are creatures and beings created by God, hence, 
nothing to be feared, but at the same time, as we are not fully aware of the 
magnitude of their powers, it was safer to avoid it. He said:  
 
You go and see these ghosts and the djinns, who have been captured and 
trapped behind these glass displays. You go and see them. That’s fine. 
Curiosity. But are you aware that when you’re looking at them, that they 
are also looking at you? These are living exhibits. You see them, and 
they see you looking at them. We know that these are beings that like to 
cause problems and stir chaos in our everyday lives. There are so many 
stories of people getting possessed or hurt by them. Why would you want 
to risk seeing one when you are not seeing any in the first place? There 
are things that were created to be unseen because that is how God made 
them to be. When you see the unseen, there are reasons why you do so. If 
you don’t see them, then it is best to leave them unseen. 72 
 
In the end however, I was unable to attend the exhibition, partly because I was 
influenced by what my Ustadz had said, but mainly because the exhibition was 
shut down three months after as it had stirred too much controversy. Although 
short-lived, the ghost exhibition caused an impact on the experiential realm of the 
people, as their ghosts were made more real through its visual display. The 
museum, with its exhibition of ghosts behind glass displays, fixed along dimly lit 
walkways, became a narrative medium, one that told a ghost story within itself. 
However, instead of narrating to the audience through the descriptive word or 
through oral storytelling, the eye becomes the medium. This medium of the eye 
brings forth the element of the visual, one that catapults the experiential into 
                                                 
71 A religious (Islamic) teacher 
72 Translated from Malay 
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dimensions of the seeing and the unseen, the ghostly body, and the element of 
space. 
 
Politics of the Unseen 
 
Our seeing is already deeply predetermined. Much of the knowledge we 
gain through vision and our other senses, and the way we direct our 
seeing is highly organized. To a large extent, this is not a matter of 
choice but of our cultural and even our neural conditioning. 
(MacDougall, 2006: 2) 
 
Growing up, we were told never to utter the full name of the Pontianak or toyol 
for it might beckon a visit later that night, tapping at the window with her long 
fingernails, or playing with our toys. If we wanted to speak about them, we would 
have to refer to her as Cik Pon73 and it as ‘T’, abbreviations that disguise and 
elude our calling of them. Some of my older informants warned me about my 
choice of a topic. Why do you choose such a topic? Not scared later see ghost? 
Some even avoided talking to me for they saw it as an intrusion into the 
boundaries of the other: one should not talk about these things so openly, so 
casually. One of my older female informants even told me to stop my research for 
if I kept seeking them, they would come looking for me. Since I told her I could 
not, she prayed for me. I also recall an interesting exchange I had with one of my 




                                                 
73 ‘Cik’ meaning aunt in Malay and it is also a term that denotes respect.  
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Informant: Are you going to put my name in your paper? 
Me: No I won’t, don’t worry. It’s all kept confidential, I promise. We 
have to follow our code about doing research. 
Informant: No, no. I’m ok with you putting my name down if it was 
some other topic but this one is ghosts. I don’t want to have my name put 
in, in case they come and find me. It’s never good to talk about ghosts, 
you know. Very suay.74 It’s never good to see ghosts also. Very suay. So 
don’t put my name ok, I’ll be scared. They might come and find me.  
 
Her grave tone demanding her anonymity both intrigued and scared me. She 
intently believed that by disclosing her name as having told these stories, she 
would be more susceptible to being found by the ghosts and have to then see 
them, encounters she would prefer to avoid. She also interestingly suggested that 
the reason why Russell Lee is cloaked in anonymity – literally as seen in the way 
he makes his public appearance covered all in black – is because it acts as a 
shielding device from the ghosts, so that they would not recognize and haunt him 
for having divulged their stories and existence to everyone, and that perhaps, 
ghosts really prefer to be unseen because therein lies the power of their existence. 
It is this very proof of existence that draws out seekers of ghosts: those who desire 
to see the unseen. 
 
Etched in old wives’ tales,75 there exist stories that can aid in the non-seeing and 
seeing of certain ghosts. For those who prefer not to suffer such a sight, they 
would heed the warnings of these tales. A pregnant woman is not allowed out late 
at night least a jealous or vengeful spirit harms her and the unborn child. Children 
                                                 
74 suay is ‘unlucky’ in Chinese 
75 Such tales have been told by many female informants, especially those aged 60 and above. The 
younger female informants, usually expecting mothers would also claim to have been told such 
stories by their mothers or grandmothers.  
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must not play outside after sunset or the hantu tetek76 will smother them in her 
breasts and the child will be lost forever. The very telling of ghost stories 
exemplifies the governing of this politics of the unseen, as by knowing the story, 
one can thus avoid certain rituals, spaces, and times of night that might land one 
so unlucky an encounter.  
 
On the other hand, there are those who use these stories as a way to defy the rules 
for despite warnings, they actively seek out ghosts, like flies sniffing out the 
forbidden fruit. Wet your eyes with dog saliva and you will be able to see spirits. 
Tie a string from a banana tree to your toe at night to allow a spirit to find you. 
Cut an apple whilst looking into the mirror at the stroke of midnight and you will 
see a ghost. These old wives’ tales, seen as traditional methods of looking for 
ghosts are, ironically most commonly known to and practiced by the younger 
generation, for these are the stories told to them by their elders. Simultaneously 
such stories, being ‘traditional’ and magical in nature, have been repackaged as 
part of popular culture, rendering them ‘cool’, especially to the younger 
generation. Flanking these ‘traditional’ methods are also modern tools, backed up 
by science and its machines. This is evident especially with the Singapore 
Paranormal Investigators (SPI). Using their devices that can putatively capture or 
read spirit energy, they seek out ghosts and spirits in their haunted spots. They use 
                                                 
76 The hantu tetek is literally the breast ghost, believed in Malay folklore to be a woman spirit with 
huge breasts that capture and hide children from the world, making them forever lost. One 
informant mentioned that she finds the hantu tetek to be a form of the antithetical mother- a 
mother-like figure nonetheless. Children who refuse to listen to their (real) mothers end up 
residing within the bosom of another woman. From one bosom to another, albeit that of a dark 
spirit. 
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the stories as a foundation to determine the existence of the ghosts and then seek 
them out to either prove or disprove the stories. The use of such modern 
instruments77 – such as cameras, EVP recorder, digital thermal scanners to name a 
few – as a way to document and ‘capture’ ghosts represents a new fad: a new way 
of seeking the unseen.  
 
While there are evidently two distinct ways of seeing ghosts – the more 
‘traditional’ method and the use of scientific instruments as adopted by the SPI – 
what essentially is more important to note is why the unseen is sought after.  
 
Why we want to see ghosts? I don’t know. For some it’s maybe because 
they want to see something scary. For others, it might be curiosity. For 
me, I just like the idea of knowing something else other than us exists. 
Also, I believe in the cosmology of spirits and ghouls so of course it 
would be interesting to see them.78  
 
It’s a new fad: to look for ghosts. Usually, people consider it bad luck if 
they spot one, but now it has become something exciting, a hobby for 
some, to actually look for ghosts and record them and put on YouTube.79  
 
Sometimes it’s just for fun, like using the string tied to the toe. We just 
want to try it for fun. It’s especially more fun when you do with your 
friends.80 
 
I want to be able to see things which can see me.81 
 
This introduction of the modern instrument of new media, which allows for the 
capture of ghosts onto the medium of the screen, stirs a shift in this politics of the 
unseen. On one hand, it acts as a filter or a barrier mechanism that protects us 
                                                 
77 A more detailed list of the different equipment and their functions can be found on the SPI site: 
http://www.spi.com.sg/about_us/equipment/index.htm  
78 Quoted from an informant, female, 28 years-old. 
79 Quoted from an informant, male, 18 years-old. 
80 Quoted from an informant, female, 13 years-old. 
81 Quoted from an informant, male, 19 years-old. 
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from an otherwise dangerous real encounter with ghosts. This is something we 
recognize and seek comfort in, as we are now able to see the ghosts without 
having to actually physically see and bear the possibly bad repercussions of 
having seen them. Instead, we are able to watch them, entrapped within a device 
of our modern world, allowing us to play the role of a voyeur into their world.82 
On the other hand, the shift to the use of modern instruments is also evident in the 
way these ghosts are seen as their forms change. No longer are they seen in their 
physical, bodily forms, but as fragments of static and pixels on a screen. This shift 
of the ghostly body could hint towards an interesting study about the how and 
why of its change: how putting our ghosts into machines only allows them 
another medium to haunt us through; how it could possibly reflect upon our 
psychological need for a ghost, even in this modern world; and because we as a 
human race are and will be forever fascinated by the possibility of life after death, 
even if it comes in the form of grotesque beings that scare us. However, what I 
found to be a more essential aspect to the development of this section is why and 
how we are able to recognize these forms – physical or not – as ghosts. Why and 






                                                 
82 This supposed power relation between the audience and the ghosts in the ‘screen’ is however 
subverted with the movie The Ring, where a cursed video tape brings the ghost out of the TV, 
killing anyone who had watched the tape.  
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Recognizing the Unseen: a Foray into Dichotomies  
 
Sometimes some people don’t know they are seeing a ghost. Like that 
movie, Sixth Sense, right? Because Bruce Willis, his gunshot wound 
never shown until the end. Ghosts look like how they are when they die. 
So if they were killed badly, head chopped off or what, then we would 
see and would know it’s a ghost because, where got living people walk 
around like that, right? No logic. Or sometimes, it is seeing people you 
know have died, like your grandmother visits you when she just died last 
month. Then you will know she is a ghost, because she is dead. But 
usually, you will know when you see a ghost, because most ghosts are all 
scary. I will know it’s a ghost because it’s scary, and because, it won’t 
look normal, like us.83  
 
The experience of seeing a ghost is as much about being able to see as it is about 
being able to recognize that what one is seeing is in fact a ghost. I asked my 
informant above: how do you know that what you’re seeing is a ghost? He paused 
momentarily before delving into the traits and reasons as to how one rationalizes a 
ghost sighting, basing it on underlying mechanisms of dichotomies and opposites. 
His focus on the dead, the physically grotesque, and the scary is flanked against 
an other-ed trait of comparison: the normal, like us. This ability to see and 
recognize ghosts could mirror the manner upon which ideas of the sacred and the 
secular, the right and the left, the public and the private, the normal and the 
abnormal operates. It adopts a territorial approach to defining its own traits and 
‘nature’, allowing for a distinct reading and identification of the self and hence 
other. However, on top of the structural approach to dichotomizing, the 
relationship between ghosts and us humans also exists on a symbolic plane, one 
that is mediated and infused by cultural and moralistic ideals of what is right or 
wrong, safe or taboo, and these are ideals that subconsciously guide our everyday. 
                                                 
83 Quoted from an informant. 
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Taboo is a concept that has been widely discussed in various fields of study. Toy 
in Morality and Taboo (1899) argues that the purpose of taboo is to safeguard 
society’s morality, and often that taboo becomes so ingrained into one’s cultural 
universe that it is no longer questioned or based on lived experience. The 
obligation to obey and ensure one does not flout a taboo becomes central to one’s 
socialization process. As a conceptual form, it has come to encapsulate ideas 
revolving around the transgressed, the abnormal, and the dangerous, which at the 
same time can also be rendered sacred, as aptly stated by Douglas:  
 
Ambiguous things can seem very threatening. Taboo confronts the 
ambiguous and shunts it into the category of the sacred.84 
 
 
It functions with “community-wide complicity”85 whereby its power and validity 
exists insofar as it is recognized and committed upon by the shared community, 
without which, it would cease to be taboo. Taboo is also discussed in The Golden 
Bough (1922), where Sir James George Frazer depicts accounts of different 
cultures such as the Australian Aborigines and the Albanians of the Caucasus that 
impose a taboo upon the names of the dead. Their names are never mentioned for 
it would act as a violation of sacred social prejudices or disturb the lingering spirit 
of the departed. The dead is thus made taboo, their (once real) identities 
ostracized from the realm of the social and living by the overt non-mention of 
their names. They are marginals, now made invisible, existing in the hidden 
                                                 
84 Douglas, Mary (1966) in the preface to Purity and Danger: an analysis of concept of pollution 
and taboo. London & New York.  
85 Ibid: xii 
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cracks that make up our social world.86 Recognizing the ghostly body as an entity 
of taboo shapes the way we see ghostly bodies and at once stirs the way we react 




Identifying the Form: Human and Ghostly Bodies 
 
Informant: The toyol is this little baby thing, only, it’s not a real baby. 
It’s a ghost baby. And they say it’s green in color, and bald.  
Me: Why do you think it’s green?  
Informant: Hmmm. I think it’s because of the way, how it is not fully a 
baby. Not fully formed. Like an unripe fruit. It’s also like a baby. And 
you have to buy it toys as well, so that it will do your bidding. Keep it 
happy. And you have to feed it blood. They say you can give it chicken 
blood but it likes it better when it sucks blood from your big toe. 
 
During my interviews, there was a repetition of accounts of the toyol being 
described more with disgust than fear. The Pontianak is feared but the toyol is 
disgusting. The way its story is detailed portrays an incomplete being that is 
infested with the malicious intentions of him who owns it, going around doing the 
bidding of its master. Like a freakish mercenary, says one informant. The toyol is 
believed to be the ghost of dead children, aborted fetuses, or stillborns who never 
really made it into this world.87 Their souls are harnessed and they are brought 
                                                 
86 Interestingly, in a study by Weller, “Bandits, Beggars, and Ghosts: The Failure of state control 
over religious interpretation in Taiwan” (1985), he deals with the positionality of beggars and 
bandits as tantamount to that of ghosts, dregs of society who although are very much part of the 
society, are often marginalized and made invisible by the mainstream society.   
87 The toyol is not distinct to the Malay culture. It is believed to exist across the Chinese, 
Indonesian, and even Thai cultures, each with their own different form of haunting. Moskowitz 
(2001) studies the stories of the ying ling, the haunting fetus who comes back to haunt its parents – 
especially its mother – who aborted it. The spirit then has to be appeased in order to allow its soul 
to go safely back into the realm of the dead, and to make sure that the parents are no longer 
haunted by the burden of their act.  
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back to help steal from homes in the middle of the night. They are easily 
distracted by marbles, a traditional child’s toy, and are believed to be afraid of 
mirrors, for fear of their own horrendous reflection. Despite the intriguing yet 
grotesque story of the toyol, what struck me were the reactions, namely the 
disgust directed towards its physical appearance, described above as unripe and 
not fully formed – evidently made in contrast to the ‘normal’ form that is the 
human body. It is essentially, the taboo body.  
 
Ghostly bodies are taboo. This state of the unnatural is illustrated through many 
different traits, each dichotomous to the natural state of the human body. Color, or 
the lack of, is a recurring trait in ghost stories: their pale features revealing the 
lack of or absence of blood; ghosts that exist as black figures that stand in corners, 
waiting; green toyols; white figures that shriek in the silence; transparent beings 
that float around, lingering, haunting. An informant also gave his two-cent’ worth 
about color:  
 
Do you realize how all your Asian ghosts have black hair? Because most 
Asians do typically have black hair, don’t they? Our ghosts would be 
blond. (…) Somehow, all this black hair just makes your Asian ghosts 
scarier because black, the color, as a mass, is overwhelming to see, 
really.88  
 
The distortion of flesh is another evident trait of ghostly bodies. Often, they are 
described bearing the wounds that caused their deaths. Japanese ghost soldiers are 
seen with shot wounds, stabbed, beheaded, or mutilated on the sites of their 
                                                 
88 Quoted from an Other informant, male.  
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battlegrounds. The penanggal89 is seen without its body, its entrails hanging down 
from its neck. The Pontianak is depicted as without breasts or having them on her 
back. The hantu Tetek on the other hand, is know to have enormous breasts. 
These distortions of flesh or the bodily form in ghostly bodies are not just an 
unnatural state; instead, they exist as transgressions of the human body, a 
deterioration or degeneration that is manifested as distorted ghostly bodies that 
nonetheless, retain aspects of their human form. And therein lies the key to 
recognizing them. We recognize them as the ghostly other not because of their 
taboo and unnatural traits, but because of their evidently visual human form, 
despite its grotesqueness. We recognize the unseen other because we can see and 
identify our self in them, diluting the concept of dichotomies as it can be argued 
that both the human and ghostly body exist as one form, the human form.  
 
In this quick departure from dichotomies between the bodily self and other, a 
different set of concepts become necessary in discussing how we see human and 
ghostly bodies as contained within one form. I would argue that while ghostly 
bodies are seen as ‘visually unnatural’ juxtaposed to human bodies, they exist not 
as separate entities but as the transformation of a single form – for it is impossible 
to recognize or identify one without the other. As a result, I found myself toying 
with the idea of both the human and ghostly body as entwined into one bodily 
form, an idea beautifully paralleled in Bakhtin’s concept of the “grotesque body”: 
which delves into a Rabelaisian play of the body into material bodily strata 
                                                 
89 The penanggal is a ghost that exists in parts of Malaysia, Indonesia, and even Thailand. She is 
the flying head of a woman who hunts for the blood of women who have just given birth.  
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divided into the ‘upper and ‘lower’ within the magical space of the 
carnivalesque.90   
 
All these ambivalent images are dual-bodied, dual-faced, pregnant. They 
combine in various proportions, negation and affirmation, the top and the 
bottom, abuse and praise. (1984: 409) 
 
Etched in a duality of the top and bottom, the sacred and the debased, the material 
bodily stratum as discussed by Bakhtin is congealed within one physical body.91 
The upper bodily parts can be functionally and symbolically represented or 
embodied by parts found in the lower bodily stratum. This is also illustrated by 
Stallybrass and White in The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (1986), where 
they discuss the dissection of dual parts as illustrated within the “grotesque 
body”: 
 
Grotesque realism images the human body as multiple, bulging, over-or 
under-sized, protuberant and incomplete. The openings and orifices of 
this carnival body are emphasized, not its closure and finish. It is an 
image of impure corporeal bulk with its orifices (mouth, flared nostrils, 
anus) yawning wide and its lower regions (belly, legs, feet, buttocks and 
genitals) given priority over its upper regions (head, ‘spirit’, reason). 
(1986: 9) 
 
In this argument, I propose that the relationship between the human and ghostly 
bodies be established as a metaphorical mirroring of the “grotesque body” 
whereby the human body, representative of the upper bodily stratum, embodies all 
                                                 
90 Discussed in “The Grotesque Image of the body and its Sources” & “Images of Material Bodily 
Lower Stratum” in Rabelais and his World, by Bakhtin, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
c1984. The concept of the “carnivalesque” will be discussed in the ensuing spatial portion of this 
chapter.  
91 Bakhtin’s argument on the “grotesque body” incorporates a discourse on the physical bodily 
parts within itself, the head as the upper stratum, juxtaposed against the lower base-ness of the 
private parts. He talks about the transformations of food as consumed by the upper bodily stratum 
into waste (urine and feces) and “pollution” discharged by the lower bodily stratum (anus).  
 65
that is narrated by the abnormalities and transgressions represented in the lower 
bodily stratum that is the ghostly body – as existing between the normalcy of a 
human infant and the abhorred abnormality of the toyol; a ‘whole’ woman and the 
Pontianak; the living and the living dead. This extraction and illumination of the 
upper body as embodying a function that is mirrored or perverted by parts of the 
lower body and vice versa is later empowered through its position within 
conceptual methods such as satire, exaggeration, and hyperbole, processes that 
formulate the mundanely observed into symbolic fragments and narratives that 
reflect not only the self and other, but the social as well. 
 
Exaggeration, hyperbolism, excessiveness are generally considered 
fundamental attributes of the grotesque style. (Bakhtin, 1984: 303) 
 
In the third example (the grotesque) specific social phenomena are 
berated: monastic depravity and the venality of Parisian women are 
treated with extreme exaggeration. Here again the satire is indirect, for it 
is necessary to know the social phenomena that are being berated. (1984: 
305, emphasis added) 
 
 
These methods are etched in the “grotesque” and are necessary in explaining and 
narrating the subconscious-symbolic92 relationship between the upper and lower 
strata, the human and ghostly bodies. Methods such as satire, exaggeration, and 
mimicry for example display not merely visual representations but also embody 
symbolic representations of ideas that prevail. These ‘representations’ are 
manifested upon the body that we see and whether we realize it or not, we are 
                                                 
92 I have phrased it the ‘subconscious-symbolic’ as aside from the overtly visual and physical 
relationship between the upper and lower bodily strata - the underlying symbolic is still inherent. 
It is not seen but this does not discount its presence because it is manifested onto the physical 
traits of the different bodies, to be read, translated, and agreed upon.   
 66
actually also seeing the play of symbols and stories embedded within. The task 
would be to decipher the represented.  
 
Ghostly Bodies: The “Second Nature”93 
 
I don’t think there is anything wrong with ghosts and their bodies. They 
represent another way we can see ourselves, if we’re not hypocritical. 
And by we, I think I would use it to refer to a more collective we, not we 
like ‘you’ and ‘me’. I think what’s better is to look into what they, we, 
you, me represent through these ghosts and their bodies; what these 
ghosts say about us.94  
 
What then do these ghostly bodies represent? Having established a conceptual 
approach to the relationship between the human and ghostly body, it is now 
necessary to ground it to the element of the visual, the seeing as method for the 
study of the empirical body. In looking at the body, the bodily material as 
highlighted above in the “grotesque body” led me to focus on physical parts as 
well as bodily activities and what they symbolize or mean in our everyday.  
 
i) The Body: the Hypersexual, Desexualized 
 
The material bodily lower stratum is productive. It gives birth, thus 
assuring mankind’s immortality. (Bakhtin, 1984: 378) 
 
The material bodily lower stratum is symbolized by the depraved woman 
(dames douces) whose obscene gestures imitate those of coitus. (Ibid: 
392) 
                                                 
93 Taussig’s concept of the mimetic faculty as discussed in Mimesis and Alterity (1993: xiii) 
highlights the power of mimesis in yielding the conceptualization of a “second nature” that 
harnesses its own power and identity in “becom(ing) Other” despite copying the “power of the 
original”. The mimetic faculty thus facilitates a conversation between the embedded symbolic-
subconscious and the corporeal bodies of the ghosts, possibly revealing insights into the ideas and 
symbols we narrate through the “second nature”. 
94 Quoted from an informant. 
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One of the most exciting aspects of the human body is the sexual. It draws in 
various discourses ranging from sexual intercourse, giving birth, to the menstrual 
cycle – illuminating the role of the female body as it assures “mankind’s 
immortality”. Ironically so, this very function often renders the female body 
debased: subjugated to abuse and negative perceptions in both cultural and social 
spheres.95 As a result, a woman’s breasts, vagina, blood (discharges), and even 
uterus are subjected to commentary and scrutiny from the community to the wider 
socio-political level. The over-emphasis on procreation for the purpose of 
‘culture’ or economics for example, reduces the female from ‘individual’ to mere 
body parts, rendering her self as secondary to the roles she is expected to play. 
This subjugation is however, overtly celebrated in the body of the Pontianak as 
she embodies all the dysfunctions of the debased sexual, and in doing so, actually 
subverts the power play.  
 
The Pontianak is sex-crazed I tell you! But sadly, before we (men) get to 
actually have sex with her – when she’s a pretty girl of course – she 
changes form and allegedly rips out our manly parts. Quite a turn-off 
actually.96  
 
Some believe that the Pontianak is the most feared ghost in the region of the 
Malay Peninsula. Her exact origin is unknown but she has been a distinctively 
Malay ghost, haunting Malay literature and kampungs. The Pontianak is perhaps 
one of the most iconic ghosts for like any other human, she too has a life story.  
 
                                                 
95 See Bark-Yi (2007), Knight (1991), and Stephens (1961). 
96 Quoted from a male informant who claims to have had several encounters with the Pontianak. 
Interestingly, he made a comparison between prostitutes and the Pontianak, an observation he 
made in relation to how both seek out their male ‘victims’. “The only difference is that, only one 
of those men gets to come” because the other would have had his male parts ripped out.  
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There are many different stories that account for the origins of the Pontianak97 but 
all those stories start with her death in childbirth. Her desire to become a mother 
was so strong that her death, together with that of her infant, left her bitter and 
malicious; embodied within the being that she becomes. The Pontianak is initially 
portrayed as a beautiful woman with long, straight black hair and dressed in a 
white, formless dress. She is believed to be without breasts and her formless dress 
hides this deformity. She lives inside the banana tree and recently, has been found 
along the streets, flagging down drivers in the middle of the night for a ride. The 
Pontianak attacks everyone, from women to men and even children because all of 
them represent a part of the life that was robbed away from her. She resents 
women for their ability to become mothers, a role she was denied. She resents 
men for their contribution to procreation, and the children, for existing when her 
own child could not. Because of this, she uses her beautiful form as a façade to 
attract male victims. But once she has successfully ensnared a young man, she 
morphs into her true appearance – that of a hideous woman – and proceeds to rip 
out his (male) genitalia, for these are seeds to reproduction. Interestingly enough, 
one of my male informants said this:  
 
You know, actually I was thinking. Maybe the Pontianak castrates the 
men because she wants the blood. Because for her, it’s about the blood. 
The blood during childbirth attracts her, the period blood from woman, 
and so because men cannot bleed naturally, she claws their penis out to 
                                                 
97 In some stories, it is said that the Pontianak was a woman who got raped by a man in the 
village. She was impregnated but unfortunately, died whilst giving birth. Some stories claim that 
the Pontianak is the cursed soul of a woman who sold it to the devil in order to come back to live 
so that she can take her revenge on the man who had raped her, and women whom she is jealous 
towards. In some versions, the story of the Pontianak is akin to the vampire – a nail has to be 
driven into her neck to kill her, or momentarily turn her into a ‘normal’ woman instead of the 
dangerous ghost.  
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make them bleed, like women. She is into the blood because women 
have the blood, not her. 98 
 
 
Her relationship to women is one of deep-seated hatred and thus, there are more 
stories of women encountering the Pontianak.99 She hunts women by identifying 
them through specific bodily states, and is drawn to the smell and taste of blood 
(discharge) because it represents birth and death – opposite states of being that 
she embodies. Women who are having their periods are thus warned against 
staying out late at night least the Pontianak sniffs them out and attacks them. I 
recall perhaps one of the most unsettling stories I have ever heard about the 
Pontianak: 
 
My mother told me that when she was younger, she was lazy and didn’t 
really care much about how she looked or acted. One day, she was in a 
rush but had to change her sanitary napkin because she was having a 
heavy flow. But as she was in such a rush, she forgot to throw her soiled 
pad after changing it, and left it in her room. She got back later that 
evening and was alone because everyone else was out. The house felt 
weird. Upon entering her room, she saw a Cik Pon lurched over her 
table, licking at the soiled pad she had left earlier, the blood, her blood. It 
looked up, saw her and flew past her, out the door and into the dark 
night. She fainted, until she was woken up by her mother. Till this day, 
she cannot forget such a sight and has become almost paranoid about 
how she and myself handle our soiled sanitary pads.100  
 
There have been old wives’ tales that mimic the above story. It is said that the 
Pontianak is attracted to the pungent smell of menstrual blood and craves it. She 
feeds on it as part of a way to stay alive and beautiful. She also seeks out the 
                                                 
98 This observation is interesting as it mirrors a form of ‘male menstruation’. See Bettelheim 
(1962). 
99 I refer to her encounters with women in stories in the past tense because increasingly, the 
Pontianak has become symbolized with different ideas and thus, her stories change. This will be 
discussed later.  
100 Quoted from an informant. Translated from Malay.  
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blood of women who have just given birth. This association of the Pontianak with 
menstrual blood mimics the ‘dirty’, ‘polluted’, and dangerous symbolisms that 
have always been attributed to blood,101 especially that which seeps out of an 
open orifice, as discussed by Douglas in Purity and Danger (1966). This imagery 
of dirtiness, pollution, and especially danger mimics the actual act of giving birth 
for although it is a natural process, we are reminded of how dangerous giving 
birth can be for both mother and child. The Pontianak herself, having died in 
childbirth, is a reminder of that danger.  
 
However, when it comes to pregnant women, she does not just want their blood, 
but both their lives and their child’s. This longing is brewed by the intense 
jealousy the Pontianak has for women who are allowed a chance at motherhood, 
one she was robbed of. She hurts the mother – by trying to cause a miscarriage – 
and tries to kill the baby if she can.102 Women, in comparison to men, are thus 
more susceptible to being harmed or visited by the Pontianak because that which 
is void or absent on the body of the Pontianak is found on the bodies of women – 
an antithesis – and she seeks it. By attacking these women, often directly trying to 
cause physical harm onto them, the Pontianak is symbolically estranging these 
women from their bodily functions as well as their ascribed social roles. A woman 
who miscarries is, at that point in time, denied the role of motherhood, as is 
someone who looses her child. Her pregnancy and her womb would have become 
                                                 
101 See Buckley & Gottlieb (1988) 
102 Because of this, it is said that the cries of a newborn baby should not be left unattended because 
it could signal that a Pontianak is nearby. Interestingly, there have also been a number of stories of 
women in labor (in hospitals) who see or hear the Pontianak because hospitals are spaces that 
facilitates both birth and death.  
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a ‘waste’. The milk in her breasts is also rendered useless for she would have no 
baby to suckle. Having been robbed off the functions of her reproductive body 
parts, she is also socially robbed of the chance to play the role of mother. This is 
the revenge of the Pontianak.   
 
Whilst men have no way to ward off the Pontianak,103 women are told to show 
their breasts. The image of breasts, juxtaposed to the breast-less body of the 
Pontianak, sends her away, not out of fear, but out of shame. Her breast-less body 
symbolizes her woman-less bodily state, devoid of the natural functions that 
normal female bodies possess. Having no breasts means that she is not able to 
feed and suckle the child that is lost, reaffirming the loss of her role as mother. In 
societies where there continues to exist a strong commitment to traditional family 
laws, the marker of a woman’s being is her ability to be a wife and bear a child 
for her husband. The ways in which the body of the Pontianak is constructed is 
very telling of this lingering institution. This seems to desexualize the breast and 
reduce it to a mere mammalian nursing gland. Furthermore, pregnancy as an 
experience for women, for Young (1984), is one of contradicting, yet reaffirming 
subjectivity.  
 
Though the pregnant woman may find herself desexualized by others, at 
the same time she may find herself with a heightened sense of her own 
sexuality (1984: 91).  
 
                                                 
103 There are some stories that state that the Pontianak can be defeated if one drives a nail into the 
back of her neck, turning her into a beautiful woman, until the nail is pulled out again. This 
mirrors the Western Vampire and some of my informants thus do not believe it to be true. They 
say that the Pontianak can never be killed and that she will live forever.  
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Her breasts become enlarged and tender, perfect specimens as objects of the 
sexual, and yet ironically, become desexualized because they are no longer 
perceived to be erotic points, but wholesome nursing glands,104 a paradox. The 
Pontianak mimics this very paradox as she is both hypersexualized – through her 
fascination with the bodily sexual as well as her portrayal of the alluring, stranded 
female – and desexualized, as she is physically void of the bodily parts needed to 
fulfill any of the proposed sexual acts – or rather, that she would make the men 
physically disabled from having sex. This antithetical state of her being 
symbolically posits her as embodying aspects of sexuality and how it is perceived 
and discussed within the society. It is however, a state that evolves.  
 
Comparing stories about the Pontianak from 20 years ago to the stories told about 
her today, I notice a jarring shift in the way her body exists now. While her black 
hair and white skin remain, she no longer dons the formless white garment but is 
instead often described as wearing jeans with a tight white tank top. There are 
also more stories of her preying on men, compared to those concerning women. In 
fact, there have been numerous accounts of her preying on drivers late at night. 
She is often seen along some stretch of a deserted road with a bundle that looks 
like a baby in her hands. She flags down a taxi and boards it, waiting for a few 
minutes before revealing her horrendous appearance- barred teeth with blood, and 
the baby bundle, empty, an act. Surprisingly, there have also been fewer stories on 
                                                 
104 Although breasts primarily serve the function of mammary glands, it has been continuously 
sexually objectified up to the point that the latter has somehow become a more prominent view of 
the female breasts.  
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her attacks on women. If the Pontianak embodies all that is ‘sexual’, what does 
this shift in her bodily descriptions and mannerisms signify?  
 
My guess is that in a society where sex is openly discussed and had, it is no longer 
taboo. Sexual education, pornography, and prostitution have become thriving 
institutions that have made sex more available to the people and hence, there is no 
longer a need for any such symbolism: it becomes matter-of-fact as opposed to 
how it was perceived years ago. The roles of women in relation to these open 
ideas of sex have progressed as women have become sexually empowered to 
choose and dictate their own terms for marriage and sexual partners. Furthermore, 
women today are giving birth to lesser children compared to those two 
generations ago.105 The female body is symbolically becoming more hypersexual 
and at the same time, disembodying her bodily role for giving birth. Ironically, 
she begins to embody the traits of the Pontianak, disenabling the Pontianak from 
these bodily embodiments. 
 
Furthermore, if we are to look at the discussion of motherhood in the context of 
today, it can be argued that often, mothering is done by another woman, the maid. 
She is brought into a family to help the woman care for her children, estranging 
the woman from her social role as mother, and symbolically, from her female 
bodily part, her womb. The idea of motherhood as physically embodied within the 
female body in the context of today has thus changed. And perhaps, so has the 
                                                 
105 See Asher (2003) where he discussed the declining fertility rates as documented by Singapore 
women as noted in different demographic trends.  
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Pontianak. What is also intriguing is how the Pontianak, a Malay ghost has also 
recently permeated the realm of other ethnic realities. She is seen by every other 
ethnic individual in Singapore, from Chinese taxi drivers to foreigners. To some 
extent, one could say that the Pontianak has become a ‘typical’ ghost, seen and 
experienced by all. And although she still embodies the sexual, she has, in light of 
today, become displaced from it- further disabling her body from her yearning for 
motherhood. She is starved of it.  
 
ii) The Body, Starved 
 
Hunger is hunger, but the hunger that is satisfied with cooked meet eaten 
with fork and knife is a different kind of hunger from the one that 
devours raw meat with the aid of hands, nails, and teeth.106  
 
I recall a ghost tour I went on a few years ago in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. In the 
itinerary, it was stated that we would first head to a seafood restaurant for a 
sumptuous dinner for food is an integral part of Asian life for protection against 
the supernatural, for it is often the unfulfilled or starved that ghosts seek. This 
relationship between that of ghosts and food is also a recurring theme in Bakhtin’s 
study, in which grotesque bodily elements are juxtaposed against grandiose 
banquet images (1984: 389). The symbolism of food as contributing to a sense of 
wholeness exists at many different levels of needs and wants. The human body, 
when fed and full, is depicted as complete and resolved of any abnormalities, 
which are represented by the starved body of the ghost. Ghosts haunt those who 
are hungry, devoid of something. Hence, by studying the starved bodies of the 
                                                 
106 Karl Marx, Grundrisse (1857: 9)  
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ghosts and what they symbolize, we will be able to derive an understanding of 
what it is that feeds and sustains the wholeness of the human body in its society.  
 
Giving food is a way to keep family together. When you feel your 
family, it is a way of showing that you love them. That is why, even 
when they have passed away, you still feed them. It shows the 
continuous love. And you also feed the other hungry ghosts because you 
are a community of people, help each other. Because if a ghost is left 
hungry, he or she might wreck havoc and we will have to bear the 
consequences if our living loved ones gets it.107 
 
The ghostly body is always depicted as being in a state of hunger, both in the 
literal and metaphorical sense. Like the Pontianak, the toyol also seeks out blood 
for sustenance. The hao xiong di or ‘good brothers’ who roam the streets during 
the Hungry Ghost Month seek out food that has been left for them along the 
streets by their families. Idle ghosts haunt, seeking a sort of resolution from the 
world of the living. The Chinese believe that if someone commits suicide and 
nobody prays over the space where the suicide happened, another suicide will 
take place; the space becomes haunted. And this ‘curse’ continues, starving the 
space and the people living around it of any peace and reconciliation from the first 
suicide. Decapitated and beheaded ghosts of soldiers are found roaming past war 
sites, starved of the histories and memories that they had served, those which are 
now eroded or mis-remembered. These ghosts are always in a state of consuming 
something, be it actual fragments or more metaphorical consumptions of space 
and being.  
 
                                                 
107 Quoted from an elderly informant, male. Translated from Cantonese.  
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Food is used as a resolution to hunger, as it embodies a sense of the nurtured and 
the social, traits that create and induce wholeness in the incomplete. What is then 
food to these ghosts? The hungry ghosts during the month of the Hungry Ghosts 
are fed with real food offerings often placed along sidewalks or under trees. Their 
food offerings reflect a more material bodily need as it aims to fill their stomachs, 
and keep them happy. The same can be said for the Pontianak and the toyol who 
feed on blood. Their food is a tangible object that can be easily obtained, albeit in 
a grotesque manner. This literal type of food consumed by these ghosts indicates 
how the human form is essentially a consuming object, as it needs to feed in order 
to sustain itself. What becomes more remarkable are the metaphorical forms of 
‘food’ required to appease these ghosts. Certain ghosts often require the recitation 
of certain verses or prayers by spirit mediums to resolve their presence in this 
world of the living; this is fed by Religion. Some also require other cultural 
ritualistic acts, such as the one seen in this story below.  
 
My grandfather left China when he was very young, eager to start anew 
in Singapore. Despite his readiness to work hard and learn, he didn’t get 
a good job. Life was insufferable for the jobless. Soon, he started having 
vicious dreams of horrific deaths and was constantly visited and haunted 
by his spirits of his dead ancestors, warning him of his misdeed of 
leaving home without seeking permission. Frightened and regretful of his 
actions, he headed back home to China to seek permission. A ceremony 
was held to appease the dead ancestors and he rightfully sought 
permission from his parents, before coming back to Singapore, a second 
time. This time around, life was better. He managed to land a great job, 
earning enough to feed himself and soon, started a family of his own. All 
became well and he received no other visitations from the ghosts of his 
‘old land’.108 
 
                                                 
108 Quoted by an informant, male. 
 77
Such ghosts feed on the fragmentation of norms, rites, and rituals, which play a 
significant role in the lives of people and the communities they inhabit. The 
ghosts embody the cracks that exist within a society, and it is only through the 
restoration of those cultural rites and rituals that the ghosts can be appeased. In 
short, it can be said that the presence of ghosts signifies an imbalance in the order 
of the social cosmos, the ying and yang, the safe and taboo.  
 
This cosmic order is also taken to a next level, a level that exists on the plane of 
more secular concepts of memory and history- often politicized tools that shape 
the way a society is. The latter shifts into the metaphorical forms of ‘food’ as 
these ghosts embody a more ideological and perceptual kind of starvation, one 
that can be fed by amending prevailing ideas and perspectives where no buns or 
blood would work. This is best illustrated through the bodily presence of ghost 
soldiers in an already established genre of Singapore ghost stories. They represent 
socially and politically starved ghosts as they embody fragments of memory and 
history and how these are remembered and reconfigured by people in the society. 
These ghosts usually comprise Japanese and British soldiers, identified 
specifically by their uniforms. They are often seen with gunshot wounds, 
beheaded, or mutilated. Some stories even have accounts of these ghosts speaking 
Japanese or in their British accents, as if trying to relate their stories to the ones 
they encounter. There have also been stories about the momentary sightings109 of 
                                                 
109 “momentary sighting” as in some of the stories, these graves disappear almost as suddenly as 
whence they first appeared.  
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mass graves, believed to belong to the victims of the Kempeitai.110 In this case, 
instead of physical bodies, the ghosts are depicted as graves, embedded within a 
specific site. What these ghosts are starved of are the misplaced memories and 
histories that they signify, memories and histories that have not been properly 
remembered or told in our official discourses. 
 
While Singapore history accords an important place to the Japanese occupation of 
1942 to 1945, like most other histories, it does not account for what are deemed 
‘minor details’ such as names or uncharted sites. These names and sites however, 
become cited through ghost stories, as there are accounts and encounters with 
individual ghost soldiers who would often tell their stories by merely existing, 
beyond death. We see their faces and their wounds and at once, the war becomes 
personal and individualized. Sites in early Singapore that used to be swampy 
areas but that are now decked with high-rise buildings have also accounts of 
sightings of such ghost soldiers who show us where they have died- illuminating 
how despite modernity, their existence still prevails. 
 
There are ghosts everywhere in Singapore. Especially when you think 
about the Japanese invasion. It feels like we can map out this war across 
all parts of the island because people see them everywhere! Seriously. 
The whole of Singapore is a grave, if you think about it.111 
 
                                                 
110 The Kempeitai (Japanese military secret police) committed numerous atrocities against the 
common people. They introduced the Sook Ching, which means "purge through purification", to 
get rid of those deemed anti-Japanese. The Sook Ching Massacre claimed the lives of between 
25,000 and 50,000 ethnic Chinese in Singapore and Malaya. See Choy (1985) &  Modder (2004). 
111 Quoted from an informant. 
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Our memory of the war is etched in the minds and lives of our grandparents, a 
mere two generations from our existence, and yet, it is often just a footnote to the 
making of modern Singapore’s history.  
 
The war? When we think of Singapore history, people don’t really think 
about the occupation. Instead, images of Lee Kuan Yew crying and the 
racial riots become more prominent, don’t you agree?112  
 
 
This discrepancy in remembering is also illustrated in a study by Faucher (2003) 
in which she studies the differing perceptions of the Japanese between the 
generations of then and now. Whilst the older generation would remember and 
associate the Japanese with memories of the occupation from 1942 to 1945, the 
younger generation associates favorably with Japan through its popular culture, as 
best illustrated in the consumption of Sadako. This marginalizes the memory of 
the occupation, perhaps leaving it starved off its significance in history. What 
becomes even more disturbing is how the institutionalization of National Service 
(NS) is further contributing to the existence of ghost soldiers, as there have been 
unreported cases of deaths at different campsites.113 Now, even Singaporean ghost 
soldiers are sighted by NS men; lost or often offering help to those who are lost. 
The NS is bred out of the fear of attack from neighboring countries. Citizens are 
‘sacrificed’ to feed this fear, thus perpetuating the irony of how, through the 
perpetuation of NS, we are fueling the (imagined) existence of future wars while 
slowly mis-remembering the previous one. This mis-memory is also further 
exacerbated by our obvious change in landscapes from swamps to concrete, 
                                                 
112 Quoted from an informant.  
113 This is accounted for by several male informants who have been through National Service.  
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blatantly erasing the embedded histories and memories from these sites. What is 
haunting however is how regardless of space or ‘texture’, the ghosts still come.   
  
Places, Spaces, and the Fate of Ghosts 
 
Places and spaces contribute to the visual experience of how and where we see 
ghosts. The site becomes a medium through which the ghostly bodies exist, 
appearing to the senses, ready to be written, ready for their stories to be told.  
 
During the kampung days, the forest was regarded as a site of physical occlusion 
for it was home to a world of ghosts. Many of the Malay hantu-hantu were 
believed to reside among the thick trees of the jungle that are close to, but 
distinguished from residential spaces. As such, it became necessary to seek 
permission from the ghosts that inhabit the particular trees when one walks past 
them. One is told never to kick around fruits that have fallen from trees, lest they 
become homes to djinns or their children.114 Certain spaces, sometimes known as 
a ‘dirty’ place or a tempat sejuk,115 are to be avoided, as it is believed that 
something catastrophic or malicious116 happened there, rendering these spaces 
taboo, and hence, raising the possibility of something happening again. Despite 
the shifts in the topography of Singapore’s landscape – from that of a jungle 
                                                 
114 It is believed and has been recounted by many informants that spirits or ghosts would often 
inhabit fragments of nature.  
115 A ‘cold’ space, used metaphorically to represent a haunted space.  
116 Some of these ‘catastrophic’ or ‘malicious’ incidents refer to sites of war, where many innocent 
people were killed and slaughtered. The Old Changi Hospital for example, is a site that embodies 
suffering, of people in pain and illness, and also a speculated site for torture during the war.    
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swamp to an urbanized city – there still exist new spaces that become haunted and 
are deemed dirty or full of ying (Hamonic: 1999, Lim: 2005). These spaces are 
identified as demarcating a perceived “geography of ghosts” (Lim, 2005:74), 
hence shaping both physical and mental scapes of ghostly experiences and 
encounters. And ironically, it is this very rupture in topographical landscapes – 
from the forested to the urban – that allows for the infiltration of more (displaced) 
ghosts. 
 
If the wildness of the jungle (and forest) is used to symbolize aspects of the 
uncivilized, the dirty, the full of ying, the move towards a concretized, smooth-
surfaced urban city, albeit sanitized, does not escape having ‘dirty’ spaces carved 
into it. This is especially so when there exists now an even greater concept of 
social division and exclusion that creates “new boundaries between high and 
low”.117 The rapid move from kampungs to Housing Estates has not only created 
new spaces for the existence of ghost stories, but has also, in its rapid and often 
unresolved shifts, made certain spaces even more susceptible to the existence of 
ghosts. These ghosts represent unresolved aspects of history that have been 
yanked, often unwillingly, into the modern present and yet are, offered no space 
to exist. Their solution is to thus inhabit familiar grounds or seek out new spaces 
to dominate: to find themselves a “sense of place”.118 Incidentally, through their 
                                                 
117 Stallybrass & White (1986: 126). “The City: the Sewer, the Gaze, and the Contaminating 
Touch” in Politics and Poetics of Transgression.  
118 Quoted in Feld & Basso (1996: ii), “Introduction” to Senses of Place. A “sense of place” 
referring to the “sensation of emplacement” one which is expressed multifold by those who inhibit 
it, creating and contributing to the formation of their identities. 
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presence within such spaces, they transform it into a place embedded with 
meaning for the people who inhabit it.  
 
Sentimentalizing Spaces: Ghosts in Places 
 
By ‘space’ is meant a neutral, pre-given medium, a tabula rasa onto 
which the particularities of culture and history come to be inscribed, with 
place as the presumed result.119 
 
Places are sites invested with a certain meaning or story: the cultural, social, or 
even personal. These places include houses, preserved historical or cultural sites 
and are often haunted by personal ghosts: ghosts that can be identified as 
belonging to these sites as these are the places where they have lived, and 
probably died in. These ghosts are often portrayed as peaceful and do not disturb 
the people – who are often their own family members – in the house. These 
stories often evoke a rather bittersweet feeling as the encounters are often between 
members of the living and their lost loved ones. In this respect, ghosts are rather 
territorial as they are often found living in their lived places for long periods of 
time.  
 
This is perhaps best illustrated with the example of the Old Changi Hospital. Built 
in the 1930s, it has seen many deaths. During the Japanese occupation in 1942, it 
was used as a military hospital and some even claim, as a detention area for 
Prisoners of War. It was later was abandoned and has since constantly been 
                                                 
119 Casey, Edward. “How to get from Space to Place in a Fairly Short Stretch of Time” in Senses 
of Place by Feld & Basso, (1996).  
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visited by thrill-seekers as a place to find ghosts. Interestingly, the Old Changi 
Hospital is perhaps one of the most haunted places in Singapore as unlike other 
old buildings that have already been demolished or refurbished, it is still standing, 
stocked with its history, memory, and its ghosts. Many have claimed to have 
ghost encounters from their visits there. The kinds of ghosts seen encompass 
different ethnic groups, civilians who have died in the hospital: before, during and 
after the war. One could say that the Old Changi Hospital is a melting pot for all 
different kinds of ghosts. The diverse range of ghost stories found within the Old 
Changi Hospital has thus transformed it from a mere abandoned building, to 
embodying the status of an icon in Singapore. It is part of urban myths and still 
stands till today. This process of ‘enculturation’ of such spaces by ghost stories, 
are prevalent all over, as quoted by these informants:  
 
Last time, the ghosts were all found in the jungle areas. Now all have 
been built over, so they go to the Botanical Gardens. 
 
Got many ghosts, all at Orchard Road. They also go shopping because 
got nothing else to do.  
 
I think our ghosts are all getting very classy. They don’t care for trees. 
They go for buildings now. That’s why a lot of the office blocks are all 
haunted. Buildings are higher than trees, more room for them.  
 
Because there are too little banana trees left in Singapore, the Pontianak is forced 
to seek new grounds to haunt in. Ghosts are thus found residing within ‘empty’ 
liminal spaces such as schools, offices, and different modes of transportation, 
which serve mainly functional purposes of containing people, over a certain 
period of time, for the purposes of certain activities. Spaces such as the beach, 
bus-stops, parks, public toilets, and even train stations have thus become famous 
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sites for ghost encounters because of the very nature of their potent emptiness. 
Some have also, in light of modern worries, chosen to die in these spaces. 
 
It is believed that certain MRT stations are haunted. People in trains, 
mostly last trains stopping at these stations, report seeing headless 
apparitions walking down the aisle or hearing loud laughter. Strange 
noises could sometimes be heard in the MRT stations. MRT stations are 
located at Bishan, Braddell, Newton, Novena, Toa Payoh, Tanjong Pagar 
and Jurong East. the last train is something that most people don’t want 
to take sometimes.120  
 
 
Since people started committing suicide at the (train) tracks, more and 
more ghosts are being seen. It’s unnerving really. I think it’s mostly the 
Clementi station. I heard an old man jumped there. Died. And nobody 
prayed there so I think he’ll be there for a long time. Worst, sometimes 
the newspaper say these are accidents, but come on, I think they’re just 
trying to cover it up, the suicides.121 
 
All of Singapore’s land is state-owned.122 This absence of individual or 
community ownership of land is very prevalent, as we do not even own our 
houses.123 As a result, people are always living in contestation to space, fighting 
to own something for themselves. Albeit tainted with blood and fear, the telling 
and re-telling of ghost stories by the people evolve into a sense of ownership for 
the space, as it is something brewed by and for them. They begin to recognize 
certain spaces as haunted and feel a sense of affinity to it, even if these are liminal 
spaces such as bus stops. Some people get very well acquainted with certain 
                                                 
120 Quoted from an informant. 
121 Quoted from an informant. 
122 An interesting site ‘Reclaim Land: the fight for space in Singapore’ engages in an interesting 
discourse regarding this contestation of spaces in Singapore, presented through the use of 
audiovisuals and interviews. It features the different ways through which people move around and 
often manipulate spaces embedded with ‘state-owned’ perceptions, in an attempt to project the self 
into these spaces. http://reclaimland.sg/rl/ 
123 According to the law of the Housing Development Board, a flat can only be owned up to 99 
years by the ‘tenant’, after which, the government can seize it and do whatever they wish to with 
it. See http://www.hdb.gov.sg/ 
 85
ghosts and the spaces that they inhabit and this evokes a certain sentimental value 
for them. To some extent, ghost stories romanticize the otherwise void nature of 
these spaces, invoking in it a sentient affiliation that is embedded and shared by 
those who know it,124 symbolizing a way of reclaiming ownership of land - 
through ghost stories. These spaces are transformed into places with meaning.  
 
The transformative value ascribed to absent spaces also brings about another 
interesting phenomenon that is experienced through the way ghosts are now 
perceived. Whilst places and spaces used to be highly demarcated by ethnicity,125 
they now mimic the government’s ideal of the ‘multi-racial’. Because of this, 
Hamonic observes that “some ghosts are losing their ethnic features to become 
national ghosts” or “trans-ethnic” ghosts (1999:6). Aside from the birth of new 
ghost citizens, the Pontianak is perhaps the best example of a Malay ghost who 
has become a national ghost as she is experienced by people of all ethnicities. The 
Chinese hungry ghosts too, through their presence within public spaces – 
embodied within sightings of joss sticks and food offering along sidewalks – have 
made them a Singaporean experience for even non-Chinese individuals are 
confronted with their existence within these spaces. Interestingly, there have been 
numerous accounts of Chinese families seeking the help of Malay Bomohs to rid 
their house of ghosts, and vice versa. Even foreigners are now susceptible to 
                                                 
124 This sense of space is also illustrated through the use of technological media as a site for the 
existence and presence of ghost stories. As the www is a domain owned and disowned at the same 
time, it is liminal, and thus the best space for the existence of ghosts.  
125 This is especially so in the earlier days of modern Singapore where each ethnic group is 
classified into different regions of the land.  This geographical division prevailed even till today 
but places such as Little India, Chinatown, or the Malay Village have become more a tourist 
space, devoid of the cultural potency and significance it had in the past. These places have become 
spaces and today, there are little or no cultural affiliations towards them as most are displaced.  
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encounters with our ‘traditional’ Singapore ghosts. This is something that has 
been greatly facilitated by the changing landscapes, the seeing of ghostly bodies 
as experienced through the visual, and its presence within such spaces. In a way, 
differences in ethnicity or religion no longer play a central role in ghostly 
experiences for the visual senses take precedence in determining and shaping it. 
The communal sharing of spaces and places also highlight the sharing of ghost 
stories through memories about the war or local knowledge about certain sites 
known to be haunted. These newly-established media allows one to experience 
ghost stories beyond that of his or her personal backgrounds, but rather channeled 
through a more sentient approach. 
 
Encapsulated across various discussions on the politics of the unseen, the body 
and space, the visual, as a medium have greatly contributed to the experience of 
ghosts and ghost stories in Singapore. It is however not fully representative of the 
ghostly experience for it represents merely one aspect of the sentient experience. 
In order to derive a deeper understanding of ghostly experiences, the eye has to be 








Chapter 4: The Sentient  
 
…Vision is not always the singular sense that orders the experience of 
non-Western peoples.126  
 
 
Much like the visual, the senses of smell, hearing, and especially feeling 
constitute an equally important aspect of ghostly experience. The study of the 
senses as an integral medium for the understanding of everyday life and its 
inhabitants has become more prominent in the realm of Anthropology (Stoller: 
1989, 1994, 1997; Howes: 1991; Seremetakis: 1994), and has in fact alerted the 
significance of otherwise mundane objects and aspects of everyday life that are 
revealing of the ethnography of a society. By removing the act of seeing as a 
medium, we are welcomed into a deeper plane of how we as humans experience 
ghost stories through the other senses.  
 
The significance of having this chapter on the sentient as a departure from the 
previous chapter on the visual is to illuminate the use of other senses such as 
smell, touch, and hearing as facilitated through the individual’s contact with 
intermediaries. These animals, objects, and stories are media which are more 
accessible and less frightening than a ghostly being, and thus, allow for a different 
form of ghostly experience to be had.  
 
                                                 
126 Stoller, Paul. (1997). Sensuous Scholarship. Philadelphia : University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1997. pg 3 
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Out of the many storytellers that I have interviewed, only a handful can really 
attest to having actually seen a ghost. Most would rely on the convictions of their 
senses to account for their experiences. For an audience like myself, the stories 
become my medium of experience as I was not able to see the ghosts, I could only 
feel them through the narrative, its descriptions, and that which I imagine in my 
mind. This discussion on the sentient is thus one that incorporates the workings of 
several intermediaries for the senses can be said to be free-floating; the meaning 
triggered when it is recognized and posited within the necessary contexts. 
 
Disenchanting the Visual: The Mind’s Eye 
 
Such is the reconstructive power of “the mind’s eye,” that not only the 
woman does not have to be there, but the image does not have to be there 
either. Under appropriate circumstances, a memory, an evocation, a 
souvenir, will suffice to conjure the female presence. Her “virtual” 
presence, which is but paltry succedaneum to the real, is all there is. But 
the sexual response, “for practical purposes,” will be identical. The 
“mind’s eye” accomplishes what the eye of the face commonly performs. 
Which justifies saying that a distinguishing characteristic of human 
beings, one that identifies them as fundamentally different from animals, 
is (apart from the capacity to laugh, and to know that they must die) the 
ability to make love with ghosts.  (Gonzales-Crussi, 2006:79) 
 
Albeit starkly different in its purpose, the process of playing out a sexual fantasy 
is very similar to the experience of ghosts. Both can be triggered through sensory 
stimulations residing within the “mind’s eye”. Using the medium of “a memory, 
an evocation, (or) a souvenir”, the man can engage himself in a sexual fantasy 
that does not require the actual presence of the (physical) female body. In short, 
the experience can be self-initiated with the help of the appropriate stimulants as 
facilitated through the senses as medium. Most ghost stories are experienced in 
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this manner for not everyone usually sees ghosts. This absence of the ghostly 
bodies does not however curb or prohibit ones’ experience for much like a sexual 
fantasy, ghosts reside within the sentient imagination. The sentient imagination 
operates like databases that collect and retain meanings and symbols that are 
reenacted when the necessary stimulants are triggered, catapulting one into an 
experience. As quoted above, all that is required is “a memory, an evocation, a 
souvenir” to get the man started on his sexual fantasy. For a ghostly experience, 
different tools of the same form become the stimulants that allow a person to 
project his imagination into triggering a ghost experience.  
 
Such can be illustrated through the example of the color white. Generally thought 
of as the color of ghosts and the Pontianak, many have often mistaken sightings 
of white owls in the trees at night for ghosts - this is one of the explanations 
offered by the SPI as a way to counter the avid reports of white-figure sighting. 
Sometimes, a mere white cloth is seen as a ghost. And even though it is not a 
ghost, the perception and sentient imagination sparked off through its color 
association triggers the fear, the jolt. Although their imagined encounters might 
be disregarded as part of a ghostly experience, it does not discount their 
experience for what is important here is not that they were mistaken, but that the 
color evoked the idea of a ghost onto the senses and stirred something in them. 
This plays on the workings of the mind’s eye in attributing certain traits of what is 
deemed to be ghostly. Although some would dismiss this as fake or a mistake, it 
is still significant in the study of the senses because it illuminates the symbolic 
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value inscribed within the color white, and the sentient response(s) that it evokes. 
The color white, as embedded within different object forms, becomes an 
intermediary for the sentient experience. It is thus necessary to uncover such 
intermediaries in order to gather a more holistic understanding of what makes up 
the sentient in ghostly experiences.  
 
Intermediaries: Artifacts, Animals, and the Art of Stories   
 
In her prologue to The Senses Still: Perception and Memory as Material Culture 
in Modernity, Seremetakis posits the role of the senses in anthropology as “a 
central passage-way into a self-reflexive epistemology of the modern life-world”. 
It is thus, dialogic as “(the) senses in modernity are the switching place where the 
structure of experience and the structure of knowledge converge and cross” 
(1994: vii). In her studies, Seremetakis engages with the roles of everyday objects 
like peaches and saliva, illuminating a sentient cultural insight into how everyday 
norms and relationships are experienced. The concept of the self-reflexive is 
central to the workings of the sentient as it engages with the inner world of the 
individual of a community in conversations with the symbolical intermediaries 
within the life-world surrounding them.  
 
Amidst the diverse range of ghost stories collected for this ethnography, a portion 
of them revolve around the workings of intermediaries contributing to the ghostly 
experience. These are presented in the form of objects or artifacts, animals, as 
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well as the aesthetics of language and storytelling.127 As earlier established in 
Chapter 3, the conceptual ideas surrounding the way we think about ghosts are 
very much embodied in the way we see and perceive the ghostly body. The latter 
is however also mimicked or embodied onto other media, shifting not only our 
manner of relating to them, but also the form of the experience. These same 
conceptual ideas become internalized as part of how we think about ghosts and 
act as a self-reflexive agent in our conversations and reading of the intermediaries 
or artifacts, animals, and stories. 
 
Material culture is everywhere. Hence, it is no surprise that objects exist as 
symbolic fragments in ghost stories. They can be read as the inanimate substitute 
for ghostly bodies for when contextualized in their ‘right’ spaces, these artifacts 
and objects tell stories. Within the collection of Singapore ghost stories, there 
have been repetitions of accounts of particular objects used to signal or describe 
the feel of a ghostly experience. This shared acknowledgement of the symbolic 
significance of these objects museumizes them as ‘artifacts’ of ghostly 
experiences for they become deeply intertwined, instantly recognized by those 
encultured of their meaning(s). The same can be said for animals.  
 
It is said that if you see animals in a forest running away from a specific direction, 
you run away with them, for animals are believed to have certain instincts that we 
as humans possibly lack. It is believed that if you rub a dog’s saliva onto your 
                                                 
127 Howes (1991) identifies language and artifacts as contributing and reflecting upon the make-up 
of a sensory profile. 
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eyes, you will be able to see ghosts for you would be endowed with the ‘third 
eye’, a ‘gift’ most animals have. Cats are also believed to be able to see ghosts 
and often, when they are found fixed in a stare onto a random empty spot, we are 
told to keep away for there might be ‘something’ there. It is also said that if you 
are walking in the middle of the night, and you suddenly realize that the crickets 
or birds have stopped sounding, it means that a ghost is nearby, for animals can 
sense it, and they fear it. Animals have become a constant intermediary in how 
one decides whether or not one is experiencing a ghostly encounter. They are 
used as cues to signal the incoming presence of the ghostly body and it is usually 
at this point in time where people take precaution, or run. The presence of animals 
thus exists as sensory cues to ghostly experience. 
  
The sentient is a rather intangible form of experience that cannot really be 
captured or fully documented. Unlike the visual, which is experienced through the 
seeing of corporeal forms, the sentient cannot be experienced as such. Instead, it 
can only be mediated through the art of language and stories, a medium that 
through its ‘thick descriptions’ allows us to partake in re-creating the sentient 
experience for ourselves. This is why ghost stories often require good and 
convincing storytellers, those who are informed of the narrative ways and 
conducts, especially that of the ‘old ways’ of the oral tradition. This is perhaps 
why my scariest ghost experiences have, during the duration of this study, been 
derived from tuning in to RIA 89.7FM,128 a Malay radio station that broadcasts 
Misteri Jam 12 (Midnight Mystery), a segment featuring local ghost stories. The 
                                                 
128 RIA 89.7FM: http://www.ria.sg 
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eloquent backdrop of the dark night against the static, hushed voices from the 
radio are enough to send chills, even if all the lights are turned on. And since 
stories are the best way to ignite the sentient imagination of ghostly experiences, I 
will now share some.129  
 
To Smell  
 
I was walking with my boyfriend late one night after a movie. We were 
walking along a stretch of road near to where my flat was. We were just 
talking. But then, there was this smell that crept into my nose. It was the 
frangipani smell. I can recognize it anywhere because it’s very strong. 
I’ve heard stories about how if you smell frangipani even when there are 
none around, it means that a spirit is nearby; because it uses the sweet 
smell of the flower to mask its stench. I actually remember trying to find 
a frangipani just to know what it would smell like, for the fun of it. But 
that night, when I actually smelled it, it got me scared but I didn’t say 
anything to my boyfriend. I could just feel myself turn cold and my 
stomach kind of knotted up. And it kept getting stronger actually, even as 
I was nearing the void deck. It stopped when I was in the life but 
continued when I was walking along the corridor to my door. It only 
stopped when I got into my house. I was terrified. Headed straight to my 
sister’s room for the night.  
 
They say that the Pontianak smells like dead rotting flesh and blood. 
Because of this, she uses the sweet smell of frangipani to cover it up, to 
deceive us of her being there. But even too much of a sweet thing is 
curious. And it’s horrible because if you see her, you can run away, but 
with this smell, it follows you. And you just continuously feel the 
goosebumps on your skin until it goes away.  
 
I think it was recently that the Malay newspaper featured a story about 
the old lady who sells things at your door. She would come and sell 
innocent items like keropok or small toys but actually these things are 
possessed with some form of black magic that when you bring into your 
house, makes it haunted. And one of the ways to know that it’s her is 
because she smells bad, she smells dangerous.  
 
                                                 
129 Below are stories quoted from various informants.  
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To Hear  
 
I think everyone knows these ones. You hear clawing or rapping on your 
window and it’s the Pontianak. She uses her long fingernails to call out 
to you.  They say hearing voices call out to you from the dark is also bad. 
Or if you hear laughing, or cackling. Women laughing in the night, that 
always freaks me out. They sound like Pontianak.  
 
Heard about this Kum kum during the 80s. The version I’ve heard is Kum 
kum used to be a beautiful Malay lady, who was punished by Heaven to 
roam the earth for eternity & her beauty taken away for her abuse of 
knowledge in occult arts, for she was using the blood of the virgin girls 
to retain her beauty. As a result of the divine punishment, she is unable to 
pronounce the full Malay greeting ‘As-salaamu-alay-kum’, but the two 
syllabus kum kum instead. While urban legend has it that this has-been 
beauty is still roaming the earth among the living to this very day, she 
continues to attack virgin girls in an attempt to get back her beauty.130 
 
The Kum kum, you hear her mutterings before you see her. If you are a 
virgin girl and you hear those two words, run.  
 
We always hear the sound of marbles rolling around on our ceiling late at 
night. Ya, most people say it’s nothing and that it can be little children 
just playing, but which kid plays at 2am in the morning, with marbles. 
Plus, I live on the top floor.  
 
It’s always sounds from the upstairs neighbors. I think in Singapore, all 
our upstairs neighbors’ houses got ghosts. But then that means, our house 
also should have, right? But I must admit, it is true. All these sounds, 
marbles, little footsteps in the middle of the night, they say it’s the toyol, 
playing around. My house, I hear this lugging sound, as if someone is 
pulling something heavy. Or sometimes I hear the furniture being moved 
around. I try to make myself think it’s nothing but I can’t. It’s just 
disturbing.  
 
My mother says that whenever you hear sounds from your upstairs 
neighbor late at night, it’s actually not them but someone dragging chains 
of hell. It’s ghosts and demons.  
 
Oh, the marble sounds, it’s actually believed that it’s put there for the 
babies. Because when workers make the house, it is said that they have 
to sacrifice babies so that no harm will come to them. So they sacrifice 
babies in the walls and floors and they put the marbles there so that the 
babies can play with them.  
 
                                                 
130 Quoted from Singapore’s Freakiest Online Ghost Stories (SFOGS) 
http://www.hungzai.com/kum-kum-legend/ 
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To Feel  
 
I don’t know how to explain it but whenever I walk past the Old Changi 
Hospital, the very whiteness of the building gives me chills. I actually 
feel cold and goosebumps pop out on my skin. I’ve never been inside and 
I don’t think I would want too. But it’s so white, like it’s so inviting.  
 
I went to Potong Pasir, that old graveyard, to take photos with my friend. 
We went in the day so it wasn’t scary, although I’ve heard a lot of stories 
about the place being haunted at night. So we were walking and talking 
and along some stretches of the road, I felt chills all over my body and 
each time I looked towards the trees, it felt like someone was behind it, 
hiding, waiting. I didn’t see anything though, but just felt weird about the 
place.  
 
Oh yes, I’ve experienced that before. It’s when you’re sleeping when 
suddenly, you feel like you can’t breathe, as if something or someone is 
lying on top of you. You open your eyes but cannot see anything. You 
just feel the pressure and you feel cold. It’s happened to me once. My 
dad then told me that it was a djinn. They like to disturb people.  
 
I don’t know if this is racist, but every time I see those Chinese opera 
stages with the chairs all laid out in front of it during the Hungry Ghost 
month, I get scared. Because the Chinese believe that these shows are put 
up for the dead, right, so they put empty chairs out for the spirits to sit 
and enjoy the show. Just seeing the chairs makes me feel like the ghosts 




Sensing Ghosts: Our Sensory Profile 
 
In mapping out the different ghostly experiences trigged through the workings of 
the sentient imagination, two stories can be told. The first is a tale brewed and 
embedded in traditional fragments such as old children’s toys – marbles for 
example is deemed a rather traditional form of children’s toys and is rarely seen 
                                                 
131 The Maid (2005) is a Singapore horror film directed by Kelvin Tong. It features the story of a 
maid from the Philippines who had just moved to Singapore for work, and having to accustom 
herself to the rites and rituals of the Hungry Ghost Month. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Maid 
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being played in the context of today – or cultural specificities such as how 
frangipanis are locally symbolic of a ghostly presence. This is not so for 
Nicaragua and Laos, where the frangipani represents their national flower, or 
elsewhere where it serves other functions. The sentient experience and perception 
of these objects, the sounds they make and the feeling they evoke, contributes to 
the sentient history of Singapore. Tombstone sightings are also not uncommon 
and they often mark the possible presence of a ghost for a space. This is 
especially so for unmarked graves, which can still be found in certain areas of 
Singapore.132 These intermediaries as experienced through the senses illuminate 
the cultural significance we often embed within the everyday mundane. The 
rolling sounds of marbles, although seldom played by children these days, are 
symbolic not only of the ghostly experiences, but also its now forgotten or 
marginalized existence. Juxtaposed to newer and more elaborate toys children 
have today, the sound of marbles hint towards a simple time, as if transporting us 
on nostalgic waves into the past. In this respect, ghost stories certainly is 
traditionalizing equipment for encompasses the range of things that once was, and 
which now are.  
 
This sentient experience also incorporates the experiences garnered from just 
being within a certain space. Sometimes, just being in the Old Changi Hospital, 
can evoke a ghostly experience for one is swayed by the stories and memories 
embedded within the site. This embodiment reminds us of the different 
                                                 
132 An example would be a small plot of land along Bedok South road which has several unmarked 
graves of supposedly prominent Malay figures. That space has had its fair share if ghost sightings.  
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landscapes and ecologies that have existed across time and how ghost stories 
embody our feelings about these spaces, feelings and memories that might have 
been lost across time and construction works. Experiencing ghost stories through 
these culturally relative media memorializes their position as sentient 
intermediaries within the narrative history and memory of the people. The 
sentient experience of ghost stories thus illuminate the importance of such 
intermediaries and how they actually exist as important fragments of what ought 
to be archived as being part of Singapore, fragments which are however deemed 
too mundane to be considered.  
“In this sense the thinking body cannot be separated from the emotional 
body, which in turn cannot be separated from the communicative or 
productive body. These are all facets of capabilities that are possible for 
embodied persons and they emerge in different ways in different 
cultures.” (Burkitt, 1999: 129).  
 
The other story is a more universal one. It is a story that revolves around this 
often-unexplained idea of a feeling. The feeling of coldness, racing heartbeat, 
chills running up and down my spine, and goosebumps become part of a more 
holistic human sentient experience, one that is projected outwardly onto and by 
the body, but one also triggered by a deeper sense of displacement- a 
displacement of fear, the normal, and the perceived human. This very sense of 
displacement allows for the existence of ghost stories and the ghostly experience 
as an alternative method of understanding the role of self in its construction of the 




Chapter 5: Re-Telling Ghost Stories 
 
I started this study of ghost stories with one question in mind: why do we 
tell ghost stories? In my attempt to answer this question, I engaged upon the use 
of stories as a medium for the existence of ghosts. These stories, driven by the 
concept of embodiment have unveiled the different scenarios of the ghostly 
experience and how the role of the sentient – through the use of sight, hearing, 
smell, and feel – has become an active agent in deciphering and narrating the 
ideas and symbols embedded within. The study of stories has also illuminated the 
importance of the narrative as a form that reflects the social, cultural, and 
historical realities of the living world. It has also brought to life the bodily 
existence of ghosts, allowing them to embody ideas and stories that we would 
otherwise find displaced in our everyday normal. The embodiment of the ghost 
stories within the spatial dimension also illuminates the often unnoticed changes 
and transitions we make and how these shifts often involves the loss or 
permutations of certain stories. This loss is then embodied within the ghost stories 
and what is yielded out of this is a reflection of the social and cultural fabric of 
things past and present, self and other, clean and taboo, and what it depicts about 





Pastures of Cement  
 
One of the primary whys of telling ghost stories is documented in the inevitable 
shifts of the Singapore landscape. Although it is largely geographical, the shift 
from kampung houses, jungles, swamps, and banana trees have involved losses of 
not only aspects of nature and the ‘simpler life’, but also the life world that used 
to live within it. Our often-imagined nostalgia for the kampung life133 is instantly 
dispelled by the danger of ghosts that lurks beyond it. These ghost stories thus 
become an embodiment of the often-romanticized ‘old world’ and yet, blemishes 
it with fear and tales of horror – which provide us insights contrary to our popular 
perceptions of the past as ideal and romanticized in relation to today. This dual 
attribute of ghost stories is also embedded in its presence within the modern 
landscapes of today.  
 
Following us from of the kampung to our cemented surfaces of buildings, 
sidewalks, and open spaces, their presence within these new spaces reflect not 
only their adaptability to take on new stories and meanings within new spaces, but 
also their consistent aim to expose the discomforts and disjuncture that exist 
today. Such disjuncture is illustrated through our symbolic and physical loss of 
land and spaces that we carve meaning into. Buildings are constantly torn down 
for newer buildings, disregarding heritage and private memories that are invested 
into these spaces. Persons are marginalized as their memories and emotional 
significance for certain spaces are never recognized, instead, they are displaced. 
                                                 
133 See Chua (1995)  
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The presence of ghosts bombarding into these spaces can thus be read as allowing 
for a medium to tell their stories and memories, as they embody the loss as 
experienced by a society, a loss that is unvoiced or often unrealized even by the 
people themselves.  
 
Resolving Ethnicities  
 
Ghost stories, through its processes of storytelling, also reveal the discrepancies 
and displaced discourses revolving around ethnicity in Singapore. Largely 
influenced by media, Sadako is today, perhaps a most feared ghost in Singapore. 
Born in Japan, she looks like the Pontianak and yet, in light of ghost stories told 
today; references of women in white with long black hair are often made in 
relation to her instead of the Pontianak. To a certain extent, the Pontianak is no 
longer seen as the iconic female ghost for she becomes irrelevant in the presence 
of Sadako – who is made accessible through a form of new media, the television. 
Her relevance to the modern times renders her more relatable than Pontianak who 
inhabits banana trees, which can no longer be as easily found as the television.  
 
The rise of Sadako has also brought about this phenomenon of shared ethnicity or 
rather, the non-ethnic, and is mirrored in the discourse of ethnicity here in 
Singapore. The Japanese ghost has been adapted into ghost stories across the 
Eastern and Western worlds, her story known to all. This is also reflected in the 
way the different ethnic ghosts in Singapore have taken on a more ‘ghostly’ 
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nature, rather than one mediated by specific ethnic culture and terminologies. 
They have become social ghosts that exist alongside other social ghosts from war 
stories, and train station suicides. This is especially true in stories of the hungry 
ghosts and the Pontianak, who have become ingrained into the social shared 
spaces and mindscapes of Singapore, allowing them to be experienced as social 
actors who we can come into contact with. However, what becomes of the ghosts 
from other ethnic groups- Indian and Others. One of my initial worries during the 
earlier stages of this study is how there are little or possibly no ghost stories that 
exist within the specific ethnicities of the Indian, Eurasians, and Others groups. 
There have been little or no reference to their ghosts as part of the Singapore 
ghost stories. One possible reason could be that these ethnic groups have no 
generic form of a ‘ghost’ as seen in the Malay and Chinese groups. If this is the 
case, then the term ‘Singapore ghost stories’ is truly not reflective of the multi-
ethnic compositions of Singapore, as regardless of the state’s rhetoric about 
equality, the reality as revealed by ghost stories shows otherwise.  
 
Singapore ghost stories can thus be said to embody mostly Malay and Chinese 
ghosts. This is not surprising for Singapore originated as a Malay fishing village, 
etched along the Malay Peninsula and have possibly been haunted by hantu-hantu 
long before the influx of other ethnic ghosts. This would thus account for the 
prevalence of the Pontianak as one of the most iconic ghosts of Singapore. 
Chinese ghosts on the other hand are often relegated to the realms of kinship and 
family, for these ghosts are often ancestral ghosts that are recognized and 
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experienced only by family members. They move with the family and inhabit the 
spaces their families do – they are volatile. This volatile nature of the Chinese 
ghosts is also mirrored in the Malay ghosts, specifically the Pontianak as we have 
seen her evolve throughout spaces and society. Her evolution is however perhaps 
symbolic of the controversial displacement of the Malays in light of the history 
and Singapore and its today. Known to be natives of this land, their importance 
has been eroded in light of the meritocratic ideals of a ‘multi-racial’ society. This 
is however deemed a waste because it hinders us from fragments of our earlier, 
unrecorded history, one the state is happy to ignore. By looking at the significance 
of ghosts and their stories in relation to these shifts and embodiments, we are 
made aware of issues that we often deem irrelevant or unrealized. The Singapore 
ghost stories reflect our contemporary issues and ills that we have either 
reluctantly or are unable to embrace. These ghost stories are thus necessary for the 
telling of stories about the ghosts we keep hidden within. 
 
The Story as Sacred 
 
I started this study of ghost stories with a deep-seated fear of them, never 
imagining myself actually going through with it; but I did. And at the end of it all, 
I am still afraid. I am still afraid of what it reveals about the realities our world, 
realities that go unnoticed or unspoken. The existence of these ghost stories can 
however be read as a self-reflexive embodiment of our need to talk about that 
which we would otherwise be silenced against. The stories illuminate our roles as 
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storytellers, as agents of making stories that will contribute to our cultural, social, 
historical, and even emotional epistemologies. Through the repetition of certain 
stories, we are subconsciously immortalizing it as part of our social memory and 
history: retaining certain sites and events as retain them as significant memories 
not to be forgotten.  Incidentally, the stories also reflect the traits and ideas that 
condition us as a shared community who exist and correlate within this Singapore 
society. The story is thus sacred, as it exists as a tool that carves and creates who 
we are as a people, and at the same time, allow us a medium to speak about things 
we cannot openly speak about.  
 
I now watch horror films – albeit in the bright light of day – enjoy listening to 
ghost stories, and am even summoning enough courage to visit the Old Changi 
Hospital someday. My irrational fear of ghosts has shifted towards a more poetic 
and metaphorical realm as I have realized that we need to tell ghosts stories 
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